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This book is for my mom — the best human to ever live. 


CHAPTER 1 


t was the smell that began to drive Thomas slightly mad. 
f: being alone for over three weeks. Not the white walls, 

ceiling and floor. Not the lack of windows or the fact that 
they never turned off the lights. None of that. They'd taken his 
watch; they fed him the exact same meal three times a day — 
slab of ham, mashed potatoes, raw carrots, slice of bread, water 
— never spoke to him, never allowed anyone else in the room. 
No books, no movies, no games. 

Complete isolation. For over three weeks now, though hed 
begun to doubr his tracking of time — which was based purely 
on instinct, He tried to best guess when night had fallen, made 
sure he only slept what felt like normal hours. The meals 
helped, though they didn’t seem to come regularly. As if he was 
meant to feel disorientated. 

Alone, Ina padded room devoid of colour — the only excep- 
tions a small, almost-hidden stainless-steel toilet in the corner 
and an old wooden desk that Thomas had no use for. Alone in 
an unbearable silence, with unlimited time to think about the 
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disease rooted inside him: the Flare, that silent, creeping virus 
that slowly took away everything that made a person human. 

None of this drove him crazy. 

But he stank, and for some reason that set his nerves on a 
sharp wire, cutting into the solid block of his sanity. They 
didn’t let him shower or bathe, hadn't provided him with a 
change of clothes since he'd arrived or anything to clean his 
body with. A simple rag would've helped; he could dip it in the 
water they gave him to drink and clean his face at least. But he 
had nothing, only the dirty clothes he'd been wearing when 
they locked him away. Not even bedding — he slept all curled 
up, his butt wedged in the corner of the room, arms folded, 
trying to hug some warmth into himself, often shivering. 

He didn't know why the stench of his own body was the 
thing that scared him the most. Perhaps that in itself was a sign 
that hed lost it. But for some reason his deteriorating hygiene 
pushed against his mind, causing horrific thoughts. Like he was 
rotting, decomposing, his insides turning as rancid as his 
outside felt. 

That was what worried him, as irrational as it seemed. He 
had plenty of food and just enough water to quench his thirst; 
he got plenty of rest, and he exercised as best he could in the 
small room, often running in place for hours. Logic told him 
that being filthy had nothing to do with the strength of your 
heart or the functioning of your lungs. All the same, his mind 
was beginning to believe that his unceasing stench represented 
death rushing in, about to swallow him whole. 

Those dark thoughts, in turn, were starting to make him 
wonder if Teresa hadn't been lying after all that last time they'd 
spoken, when she'd said it was too late for Thomas and insisted 
that he'd succumbed to the Flare rapidly, had become crazy and 
violent. That he'd already lost his sanity before coming to this 
awful place. Even Brenda had warned him that things were 
about to get bad. Maybe they'd both been right. 

And underneath all that was the worry for his friends. What 
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had happened to them? Where were they? What was the Flare 
doing to their minds? After everything they'd been subjected to, 
was this how it was all going to end? 

The rage crept in. Like a shivering rat looking for a spot of 
warmth, a crumb of food. And with every passing day came‘an 
increasing anger so intense that Thomas sometimes caught 
himself shaking uncontrollably before he reeled the fury back 
in and pocketed it. He didn't want it to go away for good; he 
only wanted to store it and let it build. Wait for the right time, 
the right place, to unleash it. WICKED had done all this to 
him. WICKED had taken his life and those of his friends and 
were using them for whatever purposes they deemed necessary. 
No matter the consequences. 

And for that, they would pay. Thomas swore this to himself 
a thousand times a day. 

All these things went through his mind as he sat, back 
against the wall, facing the door — and the ugly wooden desk in 
front of it — in what he guessed was the late morning of his 
twenty-second day as a captive in the white room. He always 
did this — after eating breakfast, after exercising. Hoping 
against hope that the door would open — actually open, all the 
way — the whole door, not just the little slot on the bottom 
through which they slid his meals. 

Hed already tried countless times to get the door open 
himself. And the desk drawers were empty, nothing there but 
the smell of mildew and cedar. He looked every morning, just 
in case something might've magically appeared while he slept. 
Those things happened sometimes when you were dealing with 
WICKED. 

And so he sat, staring at that door. Waiting. White walls and 
silence. The smell of his own body. Left to think about his 
friends — Minho, Newt, Frypan, the other few Gladers still 
alive. Brenda and Jorge, who'd vanished from sight after their 
rescue on the giant Berg. Harriet and Sonya, the other girls 
from Group B, Aris. About Brenda and her warning to him 
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after he'd woken up in the white room the first time. How had 
she spoken in his mind? Was she on his side or not? 

But most of all, he thought about Teresa. He couldn't get 
her out of his head, even though he hated her a little more with 
every passing moment. Her last words to him had been 
WICKED is good, and right or wrong, to Thomas she'd come to 
represent all the terrible things that had happened. Every time 
he thought of her, rage boiled inside him. 

Maybe all that anger was the last string tethering him to 
sanity as he waited. 

Eat. Sleep. Exercise. Thirst for revenge. That was what he 
did for three more days. Alone. 

On the twenty-sixth day, the door opened. 


CHAPTER 2 


homas had imagined it happening, countless times. What 
T: would do, what he would say. How he'd rush forward 

and tackle anyone who came in, make a run for it, flee, 
escape. But those thoughts were almost for amusement more 
than anything. He knew that WICKED wouldn't let some- 
thing like that happen. No, he'd need to plan out every detail 
before he made his move. 

When it did happen — when that door popped open with a 
slight puffing sound and began to swing wide — Thomas was 
surprised at his own reaction: he did nothing. Something told 
him an invisible barrier had appeared between him and the 
desk — like back in the dorms after the Maze. The time for 
action hadn't arrived. Not yet. 

He felt only the slightest hint of surprise when the Rat Man 
walked in — the guy who'd told the Gladers about the last trial 
they'd been forced on, through the Scorch. Same long nose, 
same weasel-like eyes; that greasy hair, combed over an obvious 
bald spor that took up half his head. Same ridiculous white 
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suit. He looked paler than the last time Thomas had seen him, 
though, and he was holding a thick folder filled with dozens of 
crinkled and messily stacked papers in the crook of one elbow 
and dragging a straight-backed chair. 

“Good morning, Thomas,” he said with a stiff nod. 
Without waiting for a response, he pulled the door shut, set the 
chair behind the desk and took a seat. He placed the folder in 
front of him, opened it and started flipping through the pages. 
When he found what he'd been looking for he stopped and 
rested his hands on top. Then he flashed a pathetic grin, his 
eyes settling on Thomas. 

When Thomas finally spoke, he realised that he hadn't done 
so in weeks, and his voice came out like a croak. “It'll only be 
a good morning if you let me out.” 

Not even a flicker of change passed over the man’s expres- 
sion. “Yes, yes, I know. No need to worry — you're going to be 
hearing plenty of positive news today. Trust me.” 

Thomas thought about that, ashamed that he let it lift his 
hopes, even for a second. He should know better by now. 
“Positive news? Didn't you choose us because you thought we 
were intelligent?” 

Rat Man remained silent for several seconds before he 
responded. “Intelligent, yes. Among more important reasons.” 
He paused and studied Thomas before continuing. “Do you 
think we enjoy all this? You think we enjoy watching you suffer? 
It's all been for a purpose, and very soon it will make sense to 
you.” The intensity of his voice had built until hed practically 
shouted that last word, his face now red. 

“Whoa,” Thomas said, feeling bolder by the minute. “Slim 
it nice and calm there, old fella. You look three steps away from 
a heart attack.” It felt good to let such words flow out of him. 

The man stood from his chair and leaned forward on the 
desk. The veins in his neck bulged in taut cords. He slowly sat 
back down, took several deep breaths. “You would think that 
almost four weeks in this white box might humble a boy. But 
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you seem more arrogant than ever.” 

“So are you going to tell me that I’m not crazy, then? Don't 
have the Flare, never did?” Thomas couldn't help himself. The 
anger was rising in him until he felt like he was going to 
explode. But he forced a calmness into his voice. “That's what 
kept me sane through all this — deep down I know you lied to 
Teresa, that this is just another one of your tests. So where do I 
go next? Gonna send me to the shuck moon? Make me swim 
across the ocean in my undies?” He smiled for effect. 

The Rat Man had been staring at Thomas with blank eyes 
throughout his rant. “Are you finished?” 

“No, I'm not finished.” Hed been waiting for an opportu- 
nity to speak for days and days, but now that it had finally 
come, his mind went empty. He'd forgotten all the scenarios 
hed played out in his mind. “I . . . want you to tell me every- 
thing. Now.” 

“Oh, Thomas.” The Rat Man said it quietly, as if delivering 
sad news to a small child. “We didn't lie to you. You da have the 
Flare.” 

Thomas was taken aback; a chill cut through the heat of his 
rage, Was Rat Man lying even now? he wondered. But he 
shrugged, as if the news were something he'd suspected all 
along. “Well, I haven't started going crazy yet.” At a certain 
point — after all that time crossing the Scorch, being with 
Brenda, surrounded by Cranks — he'd come to terms with the 
fact that he'd catch the virus eventually. But he told himself that 
for now he was still okay. Still sane. And that was all that 
mattered at the moment. 

Rat Man sighed. “You don't understand. You don't under- 
stand what I came in here to tell you.” 

“Why would I believe a word that comes out of your 
mouth? How could you possibly expect me to?” 

‘Thomas realised that he'd stood up, though he had no 
memory of doing so. His chest lurched with heavy breaths. He 
had to get control of himself. Rat Man's stare was cold, his eyes 
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black pits. Regardless of whether this man was lying to him, 
Thomas knew he was going to have to hear him out if he ever 
wanted to leave this white room. He forced his breathing to 
slow. He waited. 

After several seconds of silence, his visitor continued. “I 
know we've lied to you. Often. We've done some awful things 
to you and your friends. But it was all part of a plan that you 
not only agreed to, but helped set in place. We've had to take it 
all a little farther than we'd hoped in the beginning — there's no 
doubt about that. However, everything has stayed true to the 
spirit of what the Creators envisioned — what you envisioned in 
their place after they were . . . purged.” 

Thomas slowly shook his head; he knew he'd been involved 
with these people once, somehow, but the concept of putting 
anyone through what he'd gone through was incomprehensible. 
“You didn’t answer me. How can you possibly expect me to 
believe anything you say?” He recalled more than he let on, of 
course. Though the window to his past was caked with grime, 
revealing little more than splotchy glimpses, he knew hed 
worked with WICKED. He knew Teresa had, too, and that 
they'd helped create the Maze. There'd been other flashes of 
memory. 

“Because, Thomas, there’s no value in keeping you in the 
dark,” Rat Man said. “Not any more.” 

Thomas felt a sudden weariness, as if all the strength had 
seeped out of him, leaving him with nothing. He sank to the 
floor with a heavy sigh. He shook his head. “I don’t even know 
what that means.” What was the point of even having a con- 
versation when words couldn't be trusted? 

Rat Man kept talking, but his tone changed; it became less 
detached and clinical and more professorial. “You are obviously 
well aware that we have a horrible disease eating the minds of 
humans worldwide. Everything we've done up till now has 
been calculated for one purpose and one purpose only: to 
analyse your brain patterns and build a blueprint from them. 
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The goal is to use this blueprint to develop a cure for the Flare. 
The lives lost, the pain and suffering — you knew the stakes 
when this began. We all did. It was all done to ensure the sur- 
vival of the human race. And we're very close. Very, very close.” 

Memories had come back to Thomas on several occasions. 
The Changing, the dreams hed had since, fleeting glimpses 
here and there, like quick lightning strikes in his mind. And 
right now, listening to the white-suited man talk, it felt as if he 
were standing on a cliff and all the answers were just about to 
float up from the depths for him to see in their entirety. The 
urge to grasp those answers was almost too strong to keep at 
bay. 
But he was still wary. He knew hed been a part of it all, had 
helped design the Maze, had taken over after the original 
Creators died and kept the programme going with new 
recruits. “I remember enough to be ashamed of myself,” he 
admitted. “But living through this kind of abuse is a lot differ- 
ent than planning it. It’s just not right.” 

Rat Man scratched his nose, shifted in his seat. Something 
Thomas said had got to him. “We'll see what you think at the 
end of today, Thomas. We shall see. But let me ask you this — 
are you telling me that the lives of a few aren't worth losing to 
saye countless more?” Again, the man spoke with passion, 
leaning forward. “It’s a very old axiom, but do you believe the 
end can justify the means? When there’s no choice left?” 

Thomas only stared. It was a question that had no good 
response. 

The Rat Man might have smiled, but it looked more like he 
was sneering. “Just remember that at one time you believed it 
did, Thomas.” He started to collect his papers as if to go but 
didn’t move. “I’m here to tell you that everything is set and our 
data is almost complete. We're on the cusp of something great. 
Once we have the blueprint, you can go boo-hoo with your 
friends all you want about how unfair we've been.” 

Thomas wanted to cut the man with harsh words. But he 
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held back. “How does torturing us lead to this blueprint you're 
talking about? What could sending a bunch of unwilling 
teenagers to terrible places, watching some of them die — what 
could that possibly have to do with finding a cure for some 
disease?” 

“It has everything in the world to do with it.” Rat Man 
sighed heavily. “Boy, soon you'll remember everything, and I 
have a feeling you're going to regret a lot. In the meantime, 
there’s something you need to know — it might even bring you 
back to your senses.” 

“And what's that?” Thomas really had no idea what the man 
would say. 

His visitor stood up, smoothed the wrinkles out of his pants 
and adjusted his coat. Then he clasped his hands behind his 
back. “The Flare virus lives in every part of your body, yet it has 
no effect on you, nor will it ever. You're a member of an 
extremely rare group of people. You're immune to the Flare.” 

Thomas swallowed, speechless. 

“On the outside, in the streets, they call people like you 
Munies,” Rat Man continued. “And they really, really hate 
you. 


CHAPTER 3 


homas couldn't find any words. Despite all the lies he'd 

been told, he knew that what he'd just heard was the 

truth, When placed alongside his recent experiences, it 
just made too much sense. He, and probably the other Gladers 
and everyone in Group B, was immune to the Flare. Which was 
why they'd been chosen for the Trials. Everything done to them 
~ every cruel trick played, every deceit, every monster placed in 
their paths — it all had been part of an elaborate experiment. 
‘And somehow it was leading WICKED to a cure. 

Ie all fit together. And more — this revelation pricked his 
memories. It felt familiar. 

“I can see that you believe me,” Rat Man finally said, break- 
ing the long silence. “Once weld discovered there were people 
like you — with the virus rooted inside, yet showing no 
symptoms — we sought out the best and the brightest among 
you. This is how WICKED was born. Of course, some in your 
trial group are not immune, and were chosen as control sub- 
jects. When running an experiment you need a control group, 
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Thomas. It keeps all the data in context.” 

That last part made Thomas's heart sink. “Who isn't . . .” 
The question wouldn't come out. He was too scared to hear the 
answer. 

“Who isnt immune?” Rat Man asked, eyebrows raised. 
“Oh, I think they should find out before you, don't you? But 
first things first. You smell like a week-old corpse — let's get you 
to the showers and find some fresh clothes.” With that he 
picked up his file and turned to the door. He was just about to 
step out when Thomas's mind focused. 

“Wait!” he shouted. 

His visitor looked back at him. “Yes?” 

“Back in the Scorch — why did you lie that there'd be a cure 
at the safe haven?” 

Rat Man shrugged. “I don't think it was a lie at all. By com- 
pleting the Trials, by arriving at the safe haven, you helped us 
collect more data. And because of that there will be a cure. 
Eventually. For everyone.” 

“And why are you telling me all this? Why now? Why did 
you stick me in here for four weeks?” Thomas motioned around 
the room, at the padded ceiling and walls, at the pathetic toilet 
in the corner. His sparse memories weren't solid enough to make 
any sense of the bizarre things that had been done to him. “Why 
did you lie to Teresa about me being crazy and violent and keep 
me in here all this time? What could possibly be the point?” 

“Variables,” Rat Man answered. “Everything we've done to 
you has been carefully calculated by our Psychs and doctors. 
Done to stimulate responses in the killzone, where the Flare 
does its damage. To study the patterns of different emotions 
and reactions and thoughts. See how they work within the 
confines of the virus that’s inside you. We've been trying to 
understand why in you, there's no debilitating effect. Irs all 
about the killzone patterns, Thomas. Mapping your cognitive 
and physiological responses to build a blueprint for the poten- 
tial cure. It’s about the cure.” 
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. “What is the killzone?” Thomas asked, trying to remember 
but drawing a blank. “Just tell me that and I'll go with you.” 

“Why, Thomas,” the man replied. “I’m surprised being 
stung by the Griever didn’t make you recall at least that much. 
The killzone is your brain. It’s where the virus settles and takes 
hold. The more infected the killzone, the more paranoid and 
violent the behaviour of the infected. WICKED is using your 
brain and those of a few others to help us fix the problem. If 
you recall, our organisation states its purpose right in its name: 
‘World in Catastrophe, Killzone Experiment Department.” Rat 
Man looked pleased with himself. Almost happy. “Now come 
on, let's get you cleaned up. And just so you know, we're being 
watched. Try anything and there'll be consequences.” 

Thomas sat, attempting to process everything he'd just 
heard. Again, everything rang true, made sense. Fit in with the 
memories that had come back to him in recent weeks, And yet 
his distrust of Rat Man and WICKED still sprinkled it all with 
doubt. 

He finally stood, letting his mind work through the new 
revelations, hoping they'd sort themselves into nice little stacks 
for later analysis. Without another word, he walked across the 
room and followed the Rat Man through the door, leaving his 
white-walled cell behind. 

Nothing stood out about the building in which he found 
himself. A long hallway, a tiled floor, beige walls with framed 
pictures of nature — waves crashing on a beach, a hummingbird 
hovering beside a red flower, rain and mist clouding a forest. 
Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Rat Man led him through 
several turns and finally stopped at a door. He opened it and 
gestured for Thomas to go in. It was a large bathroom lined 
with lockers and showers. And one of the lockers was open to 
show fresh clothes and a pair of shoes. Even a watch. 

“You have about thirty minutes,” Rat Man said. “When 
you're done, just sit tight — I'll come back for you. Then you'll 
be reunited with your friends.” 


“jis 


For some reason, at the words friends, Teresa popped into 
Thomas's mind. He tried calling out to her again with his 
thoughts, but there was still nothing. Despite his ever-growing 
disdain for her, the emptiness of her being gone still floated like 
an unbreakable bubble within him. She was a link to his past 
and, he knew without any doubt, had once been his best friend. 
It was one of the only things in his world that he was sure of, 
and he had a hard time letting go of that completely. 

Rat Man nodded. “See you in a half hour,” he said. Then he 
pulled the door open and closed it behind him, leaving Thomas 
alone once more. 

Thomas still didn’t have a plan other than finding his 
friends, but at least he was one step closer to that. And even 
though he had no idea what to expect, at least he was out of 
that room. Finally. For now, a hot shower. A chance to scrub 
himself clean. Nothing had ever sounded so good. Letting his 
cares slip away for the moment, Thomas took off his nasty 
clothes and got to work making himself human again. 
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-shirt and jeans. Running shoes — just like the ones he'd 
Te in the Maze. Fresh, soft socks. After washing 

himself from top to bottom.at least five times, he felt 
reborn. He couldn't help but think that from here on things 
would improve. That he was going to take control of his own 
life now. If only the mirror hadn't reminded him of his tattoo 
— the one given to him before the Scorch. It was a permanent 
symbol of what hed been through, and he wished he could 
forget it all. 

He stood outside the door to the bathroom, leaning against 
the wall, arms folded, waiting. He wondered if the Rat Man 
would come back — or had he left Thomas to wander the place, 
begin yet another Trial? He'd barely begun the line of thinking 
before he heard footsteps, then saw the weaselly man’s white 
form turn the corner. 

“Well, arent you looking spiffy?” the Rat Man com- 
mented, the edges of his mouth crawling up his cheeks in an 
uncomfortable-looking smile. 
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Thomas's mind raced with a hundred sarcastic answers, but 
he knew he had to play it straight. All that mattered at the 
moment was gathering as much information as he could and 
then finding his friends. “I feel fine, actually. So . . . thanks.” 
He plastered a casual smile on his own face. “When do I get to 
see the other Gladers?” 

“Right now.” Rat Man was all business again. He nodded 
back towards the way he'd come and gestured for Thomas to 
follow him. “All of you went through different types of tests for 
Phase Three of the Trials. We'd hoped to have the killzone pat- 
terns mapped out by the end of the second phase, but we had 
to improvise in order to push further. Like I said, though, we're 
very close. You'll all be full partners in the study now, helping 
us fine-tune and dig deeper until we solve this puzzle.” 

Thomas squinted. He guessed his Phase Three had been the 
white room — but what about the others? As much as he'd hated 
his trial, he could only imagine how much worse WICKED 
could have made it. He almost hoped he never found out what 
they had devised for his friends. 

Finally Rat Man arrived at a door. He opened it without 
hesitating and stepped through. 

They entered a small auditorium and relief washed over 
Thomas. Sitting scattered among a dozen or so rows of seats 
were his friends, safe and healthy-looking. The Gladers and 
girls of Group B. Minho. Frypan, Newt. Aris. Sonya. Harriet. 
Everyone seemed happy — talking, smiling and laughing — 
though maybe they were faking, to some extent. Thomas 
assumed they'd also been told things were almost over, but he 
doubted anyone believed it. He certainly didn’t. Not yet. 

He looked around the room for Jorge and Brenda — he really 
wanted to see Brenda. He'd been anxious about her ever since 
she'd vanished after the Berg picked them up, worried that 
WICKED had sent her and Jorge back to the Scorch like theyd 
threatened to — but there was no sign of either one. Before he 
could ask Rat Man about them, however, a voice broke through 


ta 
TRS 


the din, and Thomas couldn't stop a smile from spreading 
across his face. 

“Well, I've been shucked and gone to heaven. It’s Thomas!” 
Minho called out. His announcement was followed by hoots 
and cheers and catcalls. A swell of relief mixed with the worry 
clawing in Thomas's stomach and he continued to search the 
faces in the room. Too overcome to speak, he just kept grinning 
until his eyes found Teresa, 

She'd stood up, turned from her chair on the end of the row 
to face him. Black hair, clean and brushed and shiny, draped 
over her shoulders and framed her pale face. Her red lips parted 
into a huge smile, lighting up her features, making her blue 
eyes glow. Thomas almost went to her but stopped himself, his 
mind clouded with vivid memories of what she'd done to him, 
of what she'd said about WICKED being good even after every- 
thing that had happened. ; 

Can you hear me? he called out with his mind, just to see if 
their ability had come back. 

But she didn’t respond, and he still didn’t feel her presence 
inside him. They just stood there, staring at each other, eyes 
locked for what seemed like a minute but could only have been 
a few seconds. And then Minho and Newt were by his side, 
slapping him on the back, shaking his hand, pulling him into 
the room. 

“Well, at least you didn’t bloody roll over and die, Tommy,” 
Newt said, squeezing his hand tightly. His tone sounded 
grumpier than usual, especially considering they hadn't seen 
each other in weeks, but he was in one piece. Which was some- 
thing to be thankful for. 

Minho had a smirk on his face, but a hard glint in his 
eyes showed that hed been through an awful time. That he 
wasn't quite himself yet, just trying his hardest to act like it. 
“The mighty Gladers, back together again. Good to see ya 
alive, shuck-face — I've imagined you dead in about a hundred 
different ways. I bet you cried every night, missing me.” 
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“Yeah,” Thomas muttered, thrilled to see everybody but still 
struggling to find words. He broke away from the reunion and 
made his way to Teresa, He had an overwhelming urge to face 
her and come to some kind of peace until he could decide what 
to do. “Hey.” 

“Hey,” she replied, “You okay?” 

Thomas nodded. “I guess. Kind of a rough few weeks. 
Could—” He stopped himself. He'd almost asked if she'd been 
able to hear him trying to reach out to her with his mind, but he 
didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing he'd done it. 

“I tried, Tom. Every day I tried to talk to you. They cut us 
off, but I think it’s all been worth it.” She reached out and took 
his hand, which set off a chorus of mocking jeers from the 
Gladers, 

Thomas quickly pulled his hand from her grasp, felt his 
face flush red. For some reason, her words had made him sud- 
denly angry, but the others mistook his action for mere 
embarrassment. 

“Awwww,” Minho said. “That’s almost as sweet as that time 
she slammed the end of a spear into your shuck face.” 

“True love indeed.” This from Frypan, followed by his deep 
bellow of a laugh. “I'd hate to see what happens when these two 
have their first real fight.” 

Thomas didn’t care what they thought, but he was deter- 
mined to show Teresa that she couldn't get away with everything 
she'd done to him. Whatever trust they'd shared before the 
Trials — whatever relationship they'd had — meant nothing now. 
He might find a sort of peace with her, but he resolved right 
then and there that he would only trust Minho and Newt. 
No one else. 

He was just about to respond when Rat Man came march- 
ing down the aisle clapping his hands. “Everybody take a seat. 
We've got a few things to cover before we remove the Swipe.” 

He'd said it so casually, Thomas almost didn’t catch it. The 
words registered — remove the Swipe — and he froze. 
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The room stilled and the Rat Man stepped up onto the 
stage at the front of the room and approached the lectern. He 
gripped the edges and repeated the same forced smile from 
earlier, then spoke. “That's right, ladies and gents. You're about 
to get all your memories back, Every last one of them.” 
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CHAPTER 5 


homas was stunned. Mind spinning, he went to sit by 
Minho. 

After struggling for so long to remember his life, his 
family and childhood — even what he'd done the day before he 
woke up in the Maze — the idea of having it all back was almost 
too much to comprehend. But as it sank in, he realised that 
something had shifted. Remembering everything didn't sound 
good any more. And his gut confirmed what he'd been feeling 
since the Rat Man had said it was all over — it just seemed too 
easy. 

Rat Man cleared his throat. “As you were informed in your 
one-on-ones, the Trials as you've known them are over. Once 
your memories are restored, I think you'll believe me and we 
can move on. You've all been briefed on the Flare and the 
reasons for the Trials. We are extremely close to completing our 
blueprint of the killzone. The things we need — to further refine 
what we have — will be better served by your full cooperation 
and unaltered minds. So, congratulations.” 
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“I ought to come up there and break your shuck nose,” 
‘Minho said. His voice was terrifyingly calm considering the 
threat in his words. “I'm sick of you acting like everything is 
peachy — like more than half of our friends didn’t die.” 

“Td love to see that rat nose smashed!” Newt snapped. - 

The anger in his voice startled Thomas, and he had to 
wonder what awful thing Newt had been through during Phase 
Three. 

Rat Man rolled his eyes and sighed. “First of all, each of you 
has been warned of the consequences should you try to harm 
me. And rest assured, you're all still being watched. Second, I'm 
sorry for those you've lost — but in the end ir'll have been worth 
it. What concerns me, though, is that it seems that nothing I 
say is going to wake you people up to the stakes here. We're 
talking about the survival of the human race.” 

Minho sucked in a breath as if to begin a rant, but he 
stopped short, closed his mouth. 

Thomas knew that no matter how sincere Rat Man 
sounded, it had to be a trick. Everything was a trick. Yet 
nothing good could come of their fighting him at this point — 
with words or with fists. The thing they needed most for the 
time being was patience. 

“Let's all just slim it,” Thomas spoke evenly. “Let's hear him 
out.” 

Frypan spoke up just as Rat Man was about to continue. 
“Why should we trust you people to . . . What was it called? 
The Swipe? After everything you've done to us, to our friends 
~ you want to remove the Swipe? I don’t think so. I'd rather stay 
stupid about my past, thank you very kindly.” 

“WICKED is good,” Teresa said out of the blue, as if talking 
to herself. 

“What?” Frypan asked. Everyone turned to look at her. 

“WICKED is good,” she repeated, much louder, turning in 
her seat to meet the others’ gazes. “Of all the things I could've 
written on my arm when I first woke up from my coma, I chose 
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those three words. I keep thinking about it, and there has to be 
a reason for that. I say we just shut up and do what the man 
says. We can only understand this with our memories back.” 

“I agree!”Aris shouted, much louder than seemed necessary. 

Thomas was quiet as the room broke into arguments. 
Mostly between the Gladers, who sided with Frypan, and the 
members of Group B, who sided with Teresa. There couldn't 
possibly be a worse time for a battle of wills. 

“Silence!” Rat Man roared, pounding his fist on the lectern. 
He waited for everyone to quiet down before he continued. 
“Look, no one’ going to blame you for the mistrust you feel. 
You've been pushed to your physical limits, watched people die, 
experienced terror in its purest form. But I promise you, when 
all is said and done, none of you will look back—" 

“What if we don’t want to?” Frypan called out. “What if we 
don’t want our memories back?” 

Thomas turned to look at his friend, relieved. It was exactly 
what he'd been thinking himself. 

Rat Man sighed. “Is it because you really have no interest in 
remembering, or is it because you don't trust us?” 

“Oh, I cant imagine why we wouldn't trust you,” Frypan 
replied. 

“Don't you realise by now that if we wanted to do some- 
thing to harm you, we'd just do it?” The man looked down at 
the lectern, then back up again. “If you don't want to remove 
the Swipe, don’t do it. You can stand by and watch the others.” 

A choice or a bluff? Thomas couldn't tell by the man’s tone 
but nonetheless was surprised by his response. 

Again the room was silent, and before anyone else could 
speak, Rat Man had stepped away off the stage and was walking 
towards the door at the back of the room. When he reached it, 
he turned to face them again. “You really want to spend the rest 
of your lives having no memory of your parents? Your family 
and friends? You really want to lose the chance to hold on to at 
least the few good memories you may have had before all this 
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‘began? Fine with me. But you might never have this opportu- 
nity again.” 

Thomas considered his decision. It was true that he longed 
to remember his family. He'd thought about it so many times. 
But he did know WICKED. And he wasn't going to let himself 
fall into another trap. Hed fight to the death before letting 
those people tinker with his brain again. How could he believe 
any memory they replaced anyway? 

And there was something else bothering him — the flash 
he'd felt when the Rat Man had first announced that WICKED 
would remove the Swipe. Besides knowing that he couldn't just 
accept anything WICKED called his memories, he was scared. 
If everything they'd been insisting was true was in fact true, he 
didn’t want to face his past even if he could. He didn’t under- 
stand the person they said he was before. And more, he didn't 
like him. 

He watched as the Rat Man opened the door and left the 
room. As soon as he was gone, Thomas leaned in close to 
Minho and Newt so only his friends could hear him. “There's 
no way we do this. No way.” 

Minho squeezed Thomas's shoulder. “Amen. Even if I did 
trust those shanks, why would I want to remember? Look what 
it did to Ben and Alby.” 

Newt nodded. “We need to make a bloody move soon. And 
when we do, I’m going to knock a few heads to make myself 
feel better.” 

Thomas agreed but knew they had to be careful. “Not too 
soon, though,” he said. “We can't screw this up — we need to 
look for our best chance.” It had been so long since Thomas 
had felt it, he was surprised when a sense of strength began to 
trickle through him. He was reunited with his friends and this 
was the end of the Trials — for good. One way or another, they 
were done doing what WICKED wanted. 

They stood up and, as a group, made their way to the door. 
But as Thomas put his hand on the knob to pull it open, he 
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stopped. What he was hearing made his heart sink. The rest of 
the group was still talking, and most of the others had decided 
to get their memories back. 
t.. 

Rat Man was waiting outside the auditorium. He led them 
down several turns of the windowless hallway until they finally 
reached a large steel door. It was heavily bolted and looked to 
be sealed’ against outside air. Their white-clad leader placed a 
key card next to a square recess in the steel, and after a few 
clicks, the large slab of metal slid open with a grinding sound 
that reminded Thomas of the Doors in the Glade. 

Then there was another door; once the group had filed into 
a small vestibule, the Rat Man closed the first door and, with 
the same card, unlocked the second. On the other side was a 
big room that looked like nothing special — same tile floors and 
beige walls as the hallway. Lots of cabinets and counters. And 
several beds lined the back wall, each with a menacing, foreign- 
looking contraption of shiny metal and plastic tubes in the 
shape of a mask hanging over it. Thomas couldn't imagine 
letting someone place that thing on his face. 

Rat Man gestured towards the beds. “This is how we're 
going to remove the Swipe from your brains,” Rat Man 
announced. “Don't worry, I know these devices look frighten- 
ing, but the procedure won't hurt nearly as much as you might 
think.” 

“Nearly as much?” Frypan repeated. “I don't like the sound 
of that. So it does hurt, is what you're really saying.” 

“Of course you'll experience minor discomfort — it is a 
surgery,” Rat Man said as he walked over to a large machine to 
the left of the beds. It had dozens of blinking lights and buttons 
and screens. “We'll be removing a small device from the part of 
your brain devoted to long-term memory, But it’s not as bad as 
it might sound, I promise.” He started pressing buttons and a 
buzzing hum filled the room. 

“Wait a second,” Teresa said. “Is this going to take away 
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whatever's in there that lets you control us, too?” 

The image of Teresa inside that shed in the Scorch came to 
Thomas. And of Alby writhing in bed back at the Homestead. 
Of Gally killing Chuck. They were all under WICKED’s 
control. For the slightest moment Thomas doubted his deci- 
sion — could he really allow himself to remain at their mercy? 
Should he just let them do the operation? But then the doubt 
vanished — this was about mistrust. He refused to give in. 

Teresa continued. “And what about . . .” She faltered, 
looked at Thomas. 

He knew what she was thinking. Their ability to talk tele- 
pathically. Not-to mention what came with it — that odd sense 
of each other when things were working, almost as if they were 
sharing brains somehow. Thomas suddenly loved the idea of 
losing that for ever. Maybe the emptiness of having Teresa not 
there would disappear too. 

Teresa recovered and continued. “Is everything going to be 
out of there? Everything?” 

Rat Man nodded. “Everything except the tiny device that 
allows us to map your killzone patterns. And you didn't have to 
say what you're thinking because I can see it in your eyes — no, 
you and Thomas and Aris won't be able to do your little trick 
any more. We did turn it off temporarily, but now it'll be gone 
for ever. However, you'll have your long-term memory restored, 
and we won't be able to manipulate your minds. It’s a package 
deal, I’m afraid. Take it or leave it.” 

The others in the room shuffled about, whispered questions 
to each other. A million things had to be flying through every- 
one’s heads, There was so much to think about; there were so 
many implications. So many reasons to be angry with 
WICKED. But the fight seemed to have drained from the 
group, replaced by an eagerness to get it all over with. 

“That’s a no-brainer,” Frypan said. “Get it? No-brainer?” 
The only response he got was a groan or two. 

“Okay, I think we're just about ready,” Rat Man announced. 
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“One last thing, though. Something I need to tell you before 
you regain your memories. It'll be better to hear it from me 
than to . . . remember the testing.” 

“What're you talking about?” Harriet asked. 

Rat Man clasped his hands behind his back, his expression 
suddenly grave. “Some of you are immune to the Flare. But . . . 
some of you aren't. I’m going to go through the list — please do 
your best to take it calmly.” 
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CHAPTER 6 


lhe room lapsed into silence, broken only by the hum of 
Tete and a very faint beeping sound. Thomas knew 

he was immune — at least, he'd been told he was — but he 
didn’t know about anyone else, had actually forgotten about it. 
The sickening fear he'd felt when he'd first found out came 
flooding back. 

“For an experiment to provide accurate results,” the Rat 
Man explained, “one needs a control group. We did our best to 
keep the virus from you as long as we could. But it’ airborne 
and highly contagious.” 

He paused, taking in everyone's gazes. 

“Just bloody get on with it,” Newt said. “We all figured we 
had the buggin’ disease anyway. You're not breaking our hearts.” 

“Yeah,” Sonya added. “Cut the drama and tell us already.” 

Thomas noticed Teresa fidgeting next to him. Had she 
already been told something, also? He figured that she had to 
be immune like him — that WICKED wouldn't have chosen 
them for their special roles otherwise. 
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Rat Man cleared his throat. “Okay, then. Most of you are 
immune and have helped us gather invaluable data. Only two 
of you are considered Candidates now, but we'll go into that 
later. Let's get to the list. The following people are not immune. 
Newt...” 

Something like a jolt hit Thomas in the chest. He doubled 
over and stared at the floor. Rat Man called out a few more 
names, but none Thomas knew — he barely heard them over the 
dizzying buzz that seemed to fill his ears and fog his mind. He 
was surprised at his own reaction, hadn't realised just how 
much Newt meant to him until he heard the declaration. A 
thought occurred to him — earlier the Rat Man had said that 
the control subjects were like the glue that kept the project's 
data together, made it all coherent and relevant. 

The Glue. That was the title given to Newt — the tattoo that 
was etched in his skin even now, like a black scar. 

“Tommy, slim yourself.” 

Thomas looked up to see Newt standing there with his arms 
folded and a forced grin on his face. Thomas straightened back 
up. “Slim myself? That old shank just said you're not immune 
to the Flare. How can you—” 

“Tm not worried about the bloody Flare, man. I never 
thought I'd still be alive at this buggin’ point — and living hasn't 
exactly been so great anyway.” 

Thomas couldn’ tell if his friend was serious or just trying 
to seem tough. But the creepy grin still hadn't left Newt's face, 
so Thomas forced a smile onto his own. “If you're cool with 
slowly going crazy and wanting to eat small children, then I 
guess we won't cry for you.” Words had never felt so empty 
before. 

“Good that,” Newt responded; the smile disappeared, 
though. 

Thomas finally turned his attention to the rest of the people 
in the room, his head still dizzy with thoughts. One of the 
Gladers — a kid named Jackson who he'd never got to know 
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very well — was staring into space with blank eyes, and another 

“was trying to hide his tears. One of the girls of Group B had 
red, puffy eyes — a couple of her friends were huddled around 
her, trying to console her. 

“I wanted to get that out of the way,” Rat Man said. 
“Mainly so I could tell you myself and remind you that the 
whole point of this operation has been to build towards a cure. 
Most of you not immune are in the early stages of the Flare, 
and I have every confidence that you'll be taken care of before 
it goes too far. But the Trials required your participation.” 

“And what if you don’t figure things out?” Minho asked. 

Rat Man ignored him. He walked over to the closest bed, 
then reached up and put a hand on the odd metallic device 
hanging from the ceiling. “This is something we're very proud 
of here — a feat of scientific and medical engineering. It’s called 
a Retractor, and it will be performing this procedure. Irll be 
placed on your face — and I promise you'll still look just as 
pretty when everything is done. Small wires within the device 
will descend and enter your ear canals. From there they will 
remove the machinery in your brain. Our doctors and nurses 
will give you a sedative to calm your nerves and something to 
dull the discomfort.” 

He paused to glance around the room. “You will fall into a 
trancelike state as the nerves repair themselves and your mem- 
ories return, similar to what some of you went through during 
what you called the Changing back in the Maze. But not nearly 
as bad, I promise. Much of that was for the purpose of stimu- 
lating brain patterns. We have several more rooms like this one, 
and a whole team of doctors waiting to get started. Now, I’m 
sure you have a million questions, but most of them will be 
answered by your own memories, so I'm going to wait until 
after the procedure for any more Q and A.” 

The Rat Man paused, then finished, “Give me just a few 
moments to make sure the medical teams are ready. You can 
take this time to make your decisions.” 
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He crossed the room, the swish-swishing of his white 
trousers the only sound cutting the silence, and disappeared 
through the first steel door, closing it behind him. Then the 
room erupted with noise as everyone started talking at once. 

Teresa came over to Thomas, and Minho was right behind 
her. He leaned in close to be heard over the buzz of frantic con- 
versations. “You shanks know more and remember more than 
anybody else. Teresa, I've never made a secret of it — I don't like 
you. But I want to hear what you think anyway.” 

Thomas was just as curious to hear Teresa’s opinion. He 
nodded at his former friend and waited for her to speak. There 
was still a small part of him that foolishly expected her to 
finally speak out against doing what WICKED wanted. 

“We should do it,” Teresa said, and it didn’t surprise 
Thomas at all. The hope inside him died for good. “Ir feels like 
the right thing to me. We need our memories back so we can 
be smart about things. Decide what to do next.” 

Thomas's mind was spinning, trying to put it all together. 
“Teresa, I know you're not stupid, But I also know you're in 
love with WICKED. I’m not sure what you're up to, but I'm 
not buying it.” 

“Me neither,” Minho said. “They can manipulate us, play 
with our shuck brains, dude! How would we even know if 
they're giving us back our own memories or shoving new ones 
inside us?” 

Teresa let out a sigh. “You guys are missing the whole point! 
If they can control us, if they can do whatever they want with 
us, make us do anything, then why would they even bother 
with this whole charade of giving us a choice? Plus, he said 
they'd also be taking out the part that Jets them control us. It 
feels legit to me.” 

“Well, I never trusted you anyway,” Minho said, shaking his 
head slowly. “And certainly not them. I'm with Thomas.” 

“What about Aris?” Newt had been so quiet, Thomas hadn't 
even noticed that he'd walked up behind him with Frypan. 
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“Didn't you say he was with you guys before you came to the 
Maze? What does he think?” 

Thomas scanned the room until he found Aris talking to 
some of his friends from Group B. He'd been hanging out with 
them since Thomas had arrived, which Thomas figured made 
sense — Aris had gone through his own Maze experience with 
that group. But Thomas could never forgive the boy for the 
part he'd played in helping Teresa back in the Scorch, luring 
him to the chamber in the mountains and forcing him inside. 

“TIl go ask him,” Teresa said. 

Thomas and his friends watched as she walked over, and she 
and her group started whispering furiously to each other. 

“I hate that girl,” Minho finally said. 

“Come on, she’s not so bad,” Frypan offered. 

Minho rolled his eyes. “If she’s doing it, I'm not.” 

“Me neither,” Newt agreed. “And I'm the one who suppos- 
edly has the bloody Flare, so I have more stake in it than 
anybody. But I'm not falling for one more trick.” 

Thomas had already settled on that. “Let’s just hear what 
she says. Here she comes.” P 

Her talk with Aris had been short. “He sounded even more 
sure than us. They're all for it.” 

“Well, that settles it for me,” Minho answered. “If Aris and 
Teresa are for it, I'm against it.” 

Thomas couldn't have said it better himself. Every instinct 
he had told him Minho was right, but he didn't voice his 
opinion aloud. He watched Teresa's face instead. She turned 
and looked at Thomas. It was a look he knew so well — she 
expected him to side with her. But the difference was that now 
he was suspicious about why she wanted it so badly. 

He stared at her, forcing his own expression to remain blank 
— and Teresa's face fell. 

“Suit yourselves.” She shook her head, then turned and 
walked away. 

Despite everything that had happened, Thomas's heart 
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lurched in his chest as she retreated across the room. 

“Ah, man,” Frypan’s voice cut in, jarring Thomas back. “We 
can't let them put those things on our face, can we? I'd just be 
happy back in my kitchen in the Homestead, I swear I would.” 

“You forget about the Grievers?” Newt asked. 

Frypan paused a second, then said, “They never messed 
with me in the kitchen, now, did they?” 

“Yeah, well, we'll just have to find you a new place to cook.” 
Newt grabbed Thomas and Minho by the arms and led them 
away from the group. “I’ve heard enough bloody arguments. 
Tm not getting on one of those beds.” 

Minho reached over and squeezed Newt's shoulder. “Me 
neither,” i 

“Same here,” Thomas said. Then he finally voiced what had 
been building inside him for weeks. “We'll stick around, play 
along and act nice,” he whispered. “But as soon as we get a 
chance, we're going to fight our way out of this place.” 
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CHAPTER 7 


at Man returned before Newt or Minho could respond. 
R:: judging by the looks on their faces, Thomas was sure 
they were on board. One hundred per cent. 

More people were piling into the room, and Thomas turned 
his attention to what was going on. Everyone who'd joined 
them was dressed in a one-piece, somewhat loose-fitting green 
suit with WICKED written across the chest. It struck Thomas 
suddenly how thoroughly every detail of this game — this 
experiment — had been thought out. Could it be that the very 
name they'd used for their organisation had been one of the 
Variables from the beginning? A word with obvious menace, 
yet an entity they were told was good? It was probably just 
another poke to see how their brains reacted, what they felt. 

It was all a guessing game. Had been from the very 
beginning. 

Each doctor — Thomas assumed they were doctors, like Rat 
Man had said — took a place next to one of the beds. They 
fidgeted with the masks that hung from the ceiling, adjusting 
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the tubes, tinkering with knobs and switches Thomas couldn't 
see. 
“We've already assigned each of you a bed,” Rat Man said, 
looking down at papers on a clipboard he'd brought back with 
him. “Those staying in this room are . . .” He rattled off a few 
names, including Sonya and Aris, but not Thomas or any of the 
Gladers. “If I didn't call your name, please follow me.” 

The whole situation had taken on a bizarre taint, too casual 
and run-of-the-mill for the seriousness of what was going on. 
Like gangsters yelling out roll call before they slaughtered a 
group of weeping traitors. Thomas didn’t know what to do but 
go along until the right moment presented itself. 

He and the others silently followed Rat Man out of the 
room and down another long, windowless hallway before stop- 
ping at another door. Their guide read from his list again, and 
Frypan and Newt were included this time. 

“Tm not doing it,” Newt announced. “You said we could 
choose and that’s my bloody decision.” He exchanged an angry 
look with Thomas that seemed to say they better do something 
soon or he'd go crazy. 

“That's fine,” Rat Man replied. “You'll change your mind 
soon enough. Stay with me until we've finished distributing 
everyone else.” 

“What about you, Frypan?” Thomas asked, trying to hide 
his surprise at how easily the Rat Man had relented with Newt. 

The cook suddenly looked sheepish. “I . . . think I'm going 
to let them do it.” 

Thomas was shocked. 

“Are you crazy?” Minho asked. 

Frypan shook his head, bearing himself up a little defen- 
sively, “I want to remember. Make your own choice; let me 
make mine.” 

“Let's move along,” Rat Man said. 

Frypan disappeared into the room, hurrying, probably to 
avoid any more arguments. Thomas knew he had to let it go — 
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for now, he could only worry about himself and finding a way 
out. Hopefully he could rescue everyone else once he did. 

Rat Man didn’t call for Minho, Teresa and Thomas until 
they were standing at the final door, along with Harriet and 
two other girls from Group B. So far Newt had been the only 
one to say no to the procedure. 

“No thanks,” Minho said when Rat Man gestured for every- 
one to enter the room. “But I appreciate the invitation. You 
guys have a good time in there.” He gave a mock wave. 

“I'm not doing it, either,” Thomas announced. He was 
beginning to feel the rush of anticipation. They had to take a 
chance soon, try something. 

Rat Man stared at Thomas for a long time, his face unreadable. 

“You okay, there, Mr. Rat Man?” Minho asked. 

“My name is Assistant Director Janson,” he replied, his 
voice low and strained, as if it was hard work to stay calm. His 
eyes never left Thomas. “Learn to show respect for your elders.” 

“You quit treating people like animals and maybe I'll con- 
sider it,” Minho said. “And why are you goggling at Thomas?” 

Rat Man — Janson — finally turned his gaze to Minho. 
“Because there are many things to consider.” He paused, stood 
straighter. “But very well. We said you could choose for your- 
selves, and we'll stand by that. Everyone come inside and we'll 
get things started with those willing to participate.” 

Again, Thomas felt a shiver pass through his body. Their 
moment was coming. He knew it. And by the expression on 
Minho’s face, he knew it, too. They gave each other a slight nod 
and followed Rat Man into the room. 

It looked exactly like the first one, with six beds, the 
hanging masks, all of it. The machine that evidently ran every- 
thing was already humming and chirping. A person dressed in 
the same green clothes as the doctors in the first room stood 
next to each bed. 

Thomas looked around and sucked in a breath. Standing 
next to a bed at the very end of the row, dressed in green, was 
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Brenda. She looked way younger than everyone else, her brown 
hair and face cleaner than he'd ever seen them back in the 
Scorch. She gave him a quick shake of her head and shifted her 
gaze to Rat Man; then, before Thomas knew what was happen- 
ing, she was running across the room. She grabbed Thomas and 
pulled him into a hug. He squeezed back, completely in shock, 
but he didn’t want to let go. 

“Brenda, what are you doing!” Janson yelled at her. “Get 
back to your post!” 

She pressed her lips against Thomas's ear, and then she was 
whispering, so quietly he could barely hear her, “Don’t trust 
them. Do not trust them. Only me and Chancellor Paige, 
Thomas. Ever. No one else.” 

“Brenda!” the Rat Man practically screamed. 

Then she was letting go, stepping away. “Sorry,” she 
mumbled. “Tm just glad to see he made it through Phase 
Three. I forgot myself.” She walked back to her post and 
turned to face them once again, her face blank. 

Janson scolded her. “We hardly have time for such things.” 

Thomas couldn't look away from her, didn’t know what to 
think or feel. He already didn’t trust WICKED, so her words 
put them on the same side. But why was she working with 
them, then? Wasn't she sick? And who was this Chancellor 
Paige? Was this just another test? Another Variable? 

Something powerful had swum through his body when 
they'd hugged. He thought back to how Brenda had spoken in 
his mind after he'd been put into the white room. She'd warned 
him things were going to get bad. He still didn’t understand 
how she'd been able to do that — was she really on his side? 

Teresa, who'd been quiet since they left the first room, 
stepped up to him, interrupting his thoughts. 

“What's she doing here?” she whispered, the spite evident in 
her voice. Every little thing she did or said now bothered him. 
“I thought she was a Crank.” 

“I don’t know,” Thomas muttered. Flashes of all that time 
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he'd spent with Brenda in the broken city filled his head. In a 
strange way, he missed that place. Missed being alone with her. 
“Maybe she’s . . . just throwing me a Variable.” 

“You think she was part of the show, sent to the Scorch to 
help run things?” Š 

“Probably.” Thomas hurt inside. It made sense that Brenda 
could've been part of WICKED from the beginning. But that 
meant shed lied to him, over and over. He wanted so badly for 
something to be different about her. 

“I don't like her,” Teresa said. “She seems . . . devious.” 

Thomas had to force himself not to scream at Teresa. Or 
laugh at her. Instead, he spoke to her calmly. “Go let them play 
with your brain.” Maybe her distrust of Brenda was the best 
indication that he should trust Brenda. 

` Teresa gave him a sharp look. “Judge me all you want. I’m 
just doing what feels right.” Then she stepped away, awaiting 
the Rat Man's instructions. 

Janson assigned the willing patients to beds while Thomas, 
Newt and Minho hung back and observed. Thomas glanced at 
the door, wondered if they should make a run for it. He was 
just about to nudge Minho when the Rat Man spoke up as if 
he'd read Thomas's mind. 

“You three rebels are being watched. Don’t even think about 
trying anything. Armed guards are on their way as we speak.” 

Thomas had the unsettling idea that maybe someone had 
read his mind. Could they interpret his actual thoughts from the 
brain patterns they were so studiously collecting? 

“That’s a bunch of klunk,” Minho whispered when Janson 
returned his attention to getting people settled on the beds. “I 
think we should take our chances, see what happens.” 

Thomas didn’t answer, looked over at Brenda instead. She 
was staring at the floor, seemingly deep in thought. He found 
himself missing her terribly, feeling a connection he didn't quite 
understand. All he wanted was to talk to her alone. And not 
just because of what she'd said to him. 
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The sound of rushed footsteps came from the hallway. 
Three men and two women burst into the room, all of them 
dressed in black, with gear strapped to their backs — ropes, 
tools, ammunition. They were all holding some sort of bulky 
weapon. Thomas couldn't stop staring at the weapons — they 
tugged at some lost memory he could just barely put his finger 
on, but at the same time it was like seeing them for the first 
time. The devices shimmered with blue light — a clear tube in 
the middle was filled with shiny metallic grenades that crackled 
and fizzed with electricity — and the guards were pointing them 
at Thomas and his two friends. 

“We waited too bloody long,” Newt snapped in a low, harsh 
whisper. 

Thomas knew an opportunity would present itself soon. 
“They would've caught us out there anyway,” he answered 
quietly, his lips barely moving, “Just be patient.” 

Janson walked over to stand beside the guards. He pointed 
at one of the weapons. “These are called Launchers. These 
guards will not hesitate to fire them if any of you cause trouble. 
The weapons won't kill you, but trust me when I say that they'll 
give you the most uncomfortable five minutes of your life.” 

“What's going on?” Thomas asked, surprised at how little 
fear he felt. “You just told us we could make this choice our- 
selves. Why the sudden army?” 

“Because I don't trust you.” Janson paused, seeming to 
choose his words carefully. “We hoped you would do things 
voluntarily once your memories were back. It would just make 
things easier. But I never said we don't still need you.” 

“What a surprise,” Minho said. “You lied again.” 

“I haven't lied about a thing. You made your decision, now 
live with the consequences.” Janson pointed at the door. 
“Guards, escort Thomas and the others to their rooms, where 
they can dwell on their mistakes until tomorrow morning's 
tests. Use whatever force is necessary.” 


-38- 


CHAPTER 8 


lhe two female guards lifted their weapons even higher, the 
T: round muzzles pointed at the three boys. 

“Don't make us use these,” one of the women said. 
“You have zero room for error, One false move and we pull the 
trigger.” 

The three men swung the straps of their Launchers over 
their shoulders, then moved towards the defiant Gladers, one 
per boy. Thomas still felt an odd calmness — coming in part 
from the deep determination to fight until he couldn't any 
more — and a sense of satisfaction that WICKED needed five 
armed guards to watch three teenagers. 

The guy who grabbed Thomas's arm was twice as thick as he 
was, powerfully built. He walked briskly through the door and 
into the hallway, pulling Thomas along after him. Thomas looked 
back to see another guard half drag Minho across the floor to 
follow, and Newt was right behind them, struggling to no avail. 

The boys were hauled down corridor after corridor, the only 
sounds coming from Minho ~ grunts and shouts and curses. 
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Thomas tried to tell him to stop — that he was only making it 
worse, that he was probably going to get shot — but Minho 
ignored him, fighting tooth and nail until the group finally 
stopped in front of a door. 

One of the armed guards used a key card to unlock the 
door. She pushed it open to reveal a small bedroom with two 
sets of bunk beds and a kitchenette with a table and chairs in 
the far corner. It certainly wasnt what Thomas had been 
expecting — he'd pictured the Slammer back in the Glade, with 
its dirt floor and one half-broken chair. 

“In you go,” she said. “We'll have some food brought to 
you. Be glad we don't starve you for a few days after the way 
you've been acting. Tests tomorrow, so you better get some 
sleep tonight.” 

The three men pushed the Gladers into the room and 
swung the door closed; the click of the lock engaging echoed 
through the air. 

Immediately all the feelings of captivity Thomas had 
endured in the white-walled prison came flooding back. He 
crossed the floor to the door and twisted the knob, pulled and 
pushed with all his weight, He pounded on it with both fists, 
screaming as loudly as he could for someone to let them out. 

“Slim it,” Newt said from behind him. “No one’s coming to 
bloody tuck you in.” 

Thomas whirled around, but when he saw his friend stand- 
ing in front of him, he stopped. Minho spoke before he could 
put words together. 

“I guess we missed our chance.” He plopped down on one 
of the bottom bunks. “We'll be old men or dead before your 
magical moment comes rolling along, Thomas. It’s not like 
they're going to make a big announcement: “Now would be an 
excellent time to escape, because we'll be busy for the next ten 
minutes.’ We've gotta take some chances.” 

Thomas hated to admit that his friends were right, but they 
were. They all should've made a run for it before those guards 


te 
-40- 


showed up. “Sorry. It just didn't feel right yet. And once they 
had all those weapons in our faces, it seemed kind of pointless 
to waste the effort trying anything.” 

“Yeah, well,” was all Minho said. Then, “You and Brenda 
had a nice little reunion.” z 

Thomas took a deep breath. “She said something.” 

Minho sat up straighter on the bed. “What do you mean 
she said something?” 

“She told me not to trust them — to only trust her and 
someone named Chancellor Paige.” 

“Well, what's her buggin’ deal anyway?” Newt asked. “She 
works for WICKED? What, was she just a bloody actress down 
in the Scorch?” 

-“Yeah, sounds like she’s no better than the rest of them,” 
Minho added. 

Thomas just didn't agree. He couldn't even explain it to 
himself, much less to his friends. “Look, I used to work for 
them, too, but you trust me, right? It doesn’t mean anything. 
Maybe she had no choice, maybe she’s changed. I don’t know.” 

Minho squinted as if he was thinking but didn’t respond. 
Newt just sat down on the floor and folded his arms, pouting 
like a little kid. 

Thomas shook his head. He was sick of puzzling everything 
out. He walked over and opened the small fridge — his stomach 
was rumbling with hunger. He found some cheese sticks and 
grapes and divvied them up, then practically shoved his portion 
down his throat before drinking a full bottle of juice. The other 
two gobbled theirs as well, no one saying a word. 

A woman showed up soon after with plates of pork chops 
and potatoes, and they ate that, too. It was early evening, 
according to Thomas's watch, but he couldn't imagine being 
able to fall asleep. He sat down in a chair, facing his friends, 
wondering what they should do. He was still feeling a little 
chagrined, like it was his fault that they'd yet to try anything, 
but he didn’t offer any ideas. 
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Minho was the first one to speak since the food had come. 
“Maybe we should just give in to those shuck-faces. Do what 
they want. One day we'll all sit around, fat and happy.” 

Thomas knew he didn’t mean a word of it. “Yeah, maybe 
you can find a nice pretty girl who works here, settle down, get 
married and have kids. Just in time for the world to end in a sea 
of lunatics.” 

Minho kept at it. “WICKED’s going to figure out this blue- 
print business and we'll all live happily ever after.” 

“Thar’s not even funny,” Newt said grumpily. “Even if they 
did find a cure, you saw it out there in the Scorch. It’s gonna 
be a buggin’ long time before the world can ever get back to 
normal. Evén if it can — we'll never see it.” 

Thomas realised he was just sitting there, staring at a spot on 
the floor. “After everything they've done to us, I just don't believe 
any of it.” He couldn't get past the news about Newt — his friend, 
whod do anything for someone else. They'd given him a death sen- 
tence — an incurable disease — just to watch what would happen. 

“That Janson guy thinks he has it all figured out,” Thomas 
continued. “He thinks it all comes down to some sort of greater 
good. Let the human race kick the bucket, or do awful things 
and save it. Even the few who are immune probably wouldn't 
last long in a world where ninety-nine-point-nine per cent of 
people turn into psycho monsters.” 

“Whar's your point?” Minho muttered. 

“My point is that before they swiped my memory, I think I 
used to buy all that junk. But not any more.” And the one 
thing that terrified him now was that any returning memories 
might make him change his mind about that. 

“Then let's not waste our next chance, Tommy,” Newt said. 

“Tomorrow,” Minho added. “Somehow, some way.” 

Thomas gave each of them a long look. “Okay. Somehow, 
some way.” 

Newt yawned, making the other two do the same. “Then 
we better quit yapping and get some buggin’ sleep.” 

t« 
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CHAPTER 9 


t took over an hour of staring into the dark, but Thomas 
fie fell asleep. And when he did, his dreams were a 
slew of scattered images and memories. 

A woman, sitting at a table, smiling as she stares across the 
wood surface, directly into his eyes. As he watches her she picks 
up a cup of steaming liquid and takes a tentative sip. Another 
smile. Then she says, “Eat your cereal, now. That's a good boy.” 
It’s his mum, with her kind face, her love for him evident in 
every crease of her skin as she grins. She doesn't stop watching 
over him until he eats the last bite, and she takes his bowl over 
to the sink after tousling his hair. 

Then he’s on the carpeted floor of a small room, playing 
with silvery blocks that seem to fuse together as he builds a 
huge castle. His mum is sitting on a chair in the corner, crying. 
Thomas knows instantly why. His dad has been diagnosed with 
the Flare, is already showing signs of it. This leaves no doubt 
that his mum also has the disease, or will soon. The dreaming 
Thomas knows that it won't be long before doctors realise his 
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younger self has the virus but is immune to its effects. By then 
they'd developed the test that recognises it. 

Next he’s riding his bike on a hot day. Heat's rising from the 
pavement, just weeds on both sides of the street, where there 
used to be grass. He has a smile on his sweaty face, His mum 
watches nearby, and he can see that she’s savouring every 
moment. They head to a nearby pond. The water is stagnant 
and foul-smelling. She gathers rocks for him to toss into the 
murky depths. At first he throws them as far as possible; then 
he tries to skip them the way his dad showed him last summer. 
He still can't do it. Tired, their strength sapped by the stifling 
weather, he and his mother finally head home. 

Then things in the dream — the memories — turn darker. 

He's back inside and a man in a dark suit is sitting on a 
couch. Papers in his hand, a grave look on his face. Thomas 
standing next to his mum, holding her hand. WICKED has 
been formed, a joint venture of the world’s governments — 
those that survived the sun flares, an event that took place long 
before Thomas was born. WICKED’s purpose is to study what 
is now known as the killzone, where the Flare does its damage. 
The brain. 

The man is saying that Thomas is immune. Others are 
immune. Less than one per cent of the population, most of 
them under the age of twenty. And the world is dangerous for 
them. They're hated for their immunity to the terrible virus, are 
mockingly called Munies. People do terrible things to them. 
WICKED says they can protect Thomas, and Thomas can help 
them work to find a cure. They say he’s smart — one of the 
smartest who have been tested. His mum has no choice but to 
let him go. She certainly doesn’t want her boy to watch as she 
slowly goes insane. 

Later she tells Thomas that she loves him and is so glad that 
he'll never go through what they witnessed happen to his dad. 
The madness took away every ounce of what made him who he 
was — what made him human. 
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And after that the dream faded, and Thomas fell into a deep 

void of sleep. 
+e * 

Aloud knocking woke him early the next morning, Hed barely 
got up on his elbows when the door opened and the same five 
guards from the day before came in with Launchers raised. 
Janson stepped into the room right after them. 

“Rise and shine, boys,” the Rat Man said. “We've decided to 
give you your memories back after all. Like it or not.” 
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homas was still groggy from sleep. The dreams he'd had — 
the memories of his childhood — clouded his mind. He 


almost didn’t catch what the man had said. 

“Like hell you are,” Newt responded. He was out of his bed, 
fists clenched at his sides, glaring at Janson. 

Thomas couldn't remember ever seeing such fire in his 
friend's eyes. And then the full force of the Rat Man’s words 
snapped Thomas out of his fog. 

He swung his legs around to the floor. “You told us we 
didn’t have to.” 

“Tm afraid we don't have much of a choice,” Janson replied. 
“The time for lies is over, Nothing's going to work with you 
three still in the dark, I’m sorry, We need to do this. Newt, of 
everyone, you will benefit the most from a cure, after all.” 

“I don’t care about myself any more,” Newt responded in a 
low growl. 

Thomas's instincts took over then. He knew that this was 
the moment he'd been waiting for. It was the final straw. 
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Thomas watched Janson carefully. The man’s face softened 
and he took a deep breath, as if he sensed the growing danger 
in the room and wanted to neutralise it. “Look, Newt, Minho, 
Thomas. I understand how you must feel. You've seen some 
awful things. But the worst part is over. We can't change the 
past, can't take back what has happened to you and your 
friends. But wouldn't it be a waste to not complete the blue- 
print at this point?” 

“Can't take it back?” Newt shouted. “That's all you have to 
say?” 

“Watch yourself,” one of the guards warned, pointing a 
Launcher at Newt's chest. 

The room fell silent. Thomas had never seen Newt like this. 
So angry — so unwilling to put on a calm front, even. 

Janson continued, “We're running out of time. Now let's go 
or welll have a repeat of yesterday. My guards are willing, I 
assure you.” 

Minho jumped down from the bunk above Newt's. “He's 
right,” he said matter-of-factly. “If we can save you, Newt—and 
who knows how many others — we'd be shuck idiots to stay in 
this room a second longer.” Minho shot Thomas a glance and 
nodded towards the door. “Come on, let’s go.” He walked past 
Rat Man and the guards into the hallway without looking back. 

Janson raised his eyebrows at Thomas, who was struggling 
to hide his surprise. Minho’s announcement was so strange — he 
had to have some sort of plan. Pretending to go along with 
things would buy them time. 

Thomas turned away from the guards and Rat Man and 
gave Newt a quick wink that only he could see. “Let's just listen 
to what they want us to do.” He tried to sound casual, sincere, 
but it was one of the hardest things he'd done yet. “I worked for 
these people before the Maze. I couldn't have been totally 
wrong, right?” 

“Oh, please.” Newt rolled his eyes, but he moved towards 
the door, and Thomas smiled inwardly at his small victory. 
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“You'll all be heroes when this is over,” Janson said as 
Thomas followed Newt out of the room. 

“Oh, shut up,” Thomas replied. 

Thomas and his friends followed the Rat Man down the 
mazelike corridors once again. As they walked, Janson narrated 
the journey as if he were a tour guide, He explained that the 
facility didn’t have many windows because of the often fierce 
weather outside, and the attacks from roaming gangs of 
infected people. He mentioned the severe rainstorm the night 
the Gladers had been taken from the Maze, and how the group 
of Cranks had broken through the outer perimeter to watch 
them board the bus. 

Thomas remembered that night all too well. He could still 
feel the bump of the tyres running over the woman who'd 
accosted him before he boarded the bus, how the driver didn't 
even slow down. He could hardly believe that had happened 
only weeks ago ~ it felt like it'd been years. 

“I really wish you'd just shut your mouth,” Newt finally 
spat. And the Rat Man did, but he never wiped the slight grin 
off his face. 

When they reached the area they'd been in the day before, 
the Rat Man stopped and turned to address them. “I hope you 
will all cooperate today. I'm expecting nothing less.” 

“Where is everybody else?” Thomas asked. 

“The other subjects have been recovering —” 

Before he could finish Newt had pounced, grabbing the Rat 
Man by the lapels of his white suit coat and slamming him 
against the nearest door. “Call them subjects again and I'll 
break your bloody neck!” 

Two guards were on Newt in an instant; they pulled him 
away from Janson and threw him to the floor, aiming their 
Launchers at his face. 

“Wait!” Janson yelled. “Wait.” He composed himself and 
straightened his wrinkled shirt and jacket. “Don’t disable him. 
Let's just get this over with.” 
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Newt slowly got to his feet, arms raised. “Don't call us sub- 
jects. We're not mice trying to find the cheese. And tell your 
shuck friends to calm down — I wasn't gonna hurt you, Much.” 
His eyes fell on Thomas, questioning. 

WICKED is good. 

For some inexplicable reason, those words popped into 
Thomas's mind. It was almost as if his former self — the one 
who'd believed that WICKED’s objective was worth any 
depraved action — was trying to convince him that it was true. 
That no matter how horrible it seemed, they must do whatever 
it took to find a cure for the Flare. 

But something was different now. He couldn't understand 
who he'd been before. How he could have thought any of this 
was okay. He'd changed for ever . . . but he had to give them 
the old Thomas one last time. 

“Newt, Minho,” he said quietly, before the Rat Man could 
speak again. “I think he’s right. I think it’s time we did what 
we're supposed to do. We all agreed to it just last night.” 
Minho broke into a nervous smile. Newt's hands balled into 
fists. x 

Tt was now or never. 
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CHAPTER 11 


homas didn’t hesitate. He swung his elbow backwards 
Te the face of the guard behind him just as he kicked the 

knee of the one in front. Both fell to the floor, stunned, 
but recovered quickly. Out of the corner of his eye Thomas saw 
Newt tackle a guard to the ground; Minho was punching 
another, But the fifth — a woman — hadn't been touched, and 
she was raising her Launcher. 

Thomas dived for her, knocked the end of the weapon 
towards the ceiling before she could press the trigger, but she 
brought it around and smashed it into the side of his head. Pain 
exploded in his cheeks and jaw. He was already off balance, and 
crumpled to his knees, then flat onto his stomach. He put his 
hands under him to get up, but a crushing weight fell on his 
back, slamming him to the hard tile and knocking the breath 
from his lungs. A knee dug into his spine and he felt hard metal 
press against his skull. 

“Give me the word!” the woman yelled. “A.D. Janson, give 
me the word! I’ll fry his brain.” 
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Thomas couldn't see the others, but the sounds of scuffling 
had already stopped. He knew that meant their mutiny had 
been short-lived, all three of them subdued in less than a 
minute. His heart ached with despair. i 

“What are you people thinking!” Janson roared from 
behind Thomas. He could only imagine how enraged the man’s 
weaselly face must look. “You really think three . . . children can 
overpower five armed guards? You kids are supposed to be 
geniuses, not idiotic . . . delusional rebels. Maybe the Flare has 
taken your minds after all!” 

“Shut up!” Thomas heard Newt scream. “Just shut your—” 

Something muffled the rest of his words. Imagining one of 
the guards hurting Newt made Thomas tremble with rage. The 
woman pressed her weapon even harder against his head. 

“Don't... even... think about it,” she whispered in his ear. 

“Get them up!” Janson barked. “Get them up!” 

The guard pulled Thomas to his feet by the back of his shirt, 
keeping the business end of the Launcher pressed against his 
head. Newt and Minho were being held at Launcher-point as 
well, and the two free guards were training their weapons on 
the three Gladers. 

Janson’s face burned red, “Completely ridiculous! We 
absolutely will not allow this to happen again.” He spun on 
Thomas. 

“I was just a kid,” Thomas said, surprising himself. 

“Excuse me?” Janson asked. 

Thomas glared at the Rat Man. “I was a kid. They brain- 
washed me into doing those things — into helping.” That was 
what had been eating away at him since the memories had 
started coming back. Since he'd been able to start connecting 
the dots. 

“I wasn’t there in the beginning,” Janson said in a level 
voice. “But you yourself approved me for this job after the 
original founders were purged. And you should know, I've 
never seen someone, child or adult, as driven as you were.” He 
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smiled and Thomas wanted to rip his face off. 

“I don’t care what you—” 

“Enough!” Janson yelled. “We'll do him first.” He gestured 
at one of the guards. “Get a nurse down here. Brenda's inside — 
she’s been insisting that she wants to help. Maybe he'll be easier 
to deal with if she’s the technician working with him. Take the 
others to the waiting room — I'd like to do them one at a time. 
I need to go check on another matter, so I’ll meet you there.” 

Thomas was so upset that he didn’t even register Brenda's 
name. Another guard joined the one behind him and they each 
took hold of an arm. 

“I wont let you do it!” Thomas screamed, hysteria rising up 
in him. The thought of learning who he'd been terrified him. 
“There’s no way you're putting that thing on my face!” 

Janson ignored him and spoke directly to the guards. “Make 
sure she sedates him.” Then he started walking away. 

The two guards pulled Thomas towards the door, his feet 
dragging behind him. He struggled, tried to free his arms, but 
their hands were like iron manacles, and he finally gave up to 
conserve his strength. The realisation hit him that he might 
have lost the fight. His only hope was Brenda. 

Brenda stood next to a bed inside the room. Her face was 
stony. Thomas searched her eyes, but she was impossible to read. 

His captives yanked him farther into the room. He couldn't 
understand why Brenda was there, helping WICKED do this. 
“Why are you working for them?” His voice sounded weak to 
his ears, 

The guards spun him around. 

“Better to just keep your mouth shut,” Brenda answered. “I 
need you to trust me like you did back in the Scorch. This is 
for the best.” 

He couldn't see her, but there was something in her voice. 
Despite what she'd said, she sounded warm. Could she be on 
his side? 

The guards pulled Thomas to the last bed in the row. Then 
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the female guard released him and aimed her Launcher at him 
while the man held Thomas against the edge of the mattress. 

“Lie down,” the guard said. 

“No,” Thomas growled. 

The guard swung back and slapped Thomas across the 
cheek. “Lie down! Now!” 

“No.” 

The man lifted Thomas by the shoulders and slammed him 
onto the mattress. “This is going to happen, so you might as 
well not fight it.” The metallic mask with its wires and tubes 
hung above him like a giant spider waiting to smother him. 

“You're not putting that thing on my face.” Thomas's heart 
raced dangerously now, the fear he'd been holding at bay 
rushing in, beginning to take away any calm that could help 
him figure a way out of this. 

The male guard took both of Thomas's wrists and pressed 
them to the mattress as he leaned forward with all his weight to 
make sure Thomas didn't go anywhere. “Sedate him.” 

Thomas forced himself to calm down, save his energy for 
one last effort to escape. He almost húrt at seeing Brenda; he'd 
grown closer to her than hed realised. If she helped force him 
to do this, it would mean she was the enemy as well. It was too 
heartbreaking to even consider. 

“Please, Brenda,” he said. “Don’t do it. Don’t let them do 
this.” 

She stepped close to him and gently touched his shoulder. 
“Everything's going to be okay. Not everyone is out to make 
your life miserable — you'll thank me later for what I'm about 
to do. Now quit your whining and relax.” 

He still couldn't read her for the life of him. “That's it? After 
everything back in the Scorch? How many times did we almost 
die in that city? All we went through, and you're just gonna 
abandon me?” 

“Thomas . . .” She trailed off, not bothering to hide her 
frustration. “It was my job.” 
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“I heard your voice in my head. You warned me that things 
were about to get bad. Please tell me you're not really with 
them.” 

“When we made it back to HQ after the Scorch, I got into 
the telepathy system because I wanted to warn you. Prepare 
you. I never expected us to become friends in that hell.” 

On some level, just hearing that she'd felt that way, too, 
made things more manageable, and now he really couldn't stop 
himself. “Do you have the Flare?” he asked. 

She answered in quick, short bursts. “I was acting, Jorge and 
I are immune — we've known it for a long time. It's why they 
used us. Now be quiet.” Her eyes flickered over to the guard. 

“Get on with it!” the male guard suddenly shouted. 

Brenda gave the man a stern look but didn't say anything. 
Then she gazed at Thomas and surprised him with a slight 
wink. “Once I inject the sedative, you'll be asleep in seconds. 
Do you understand?” She stressed that last word, then subtly 
winked again. Luckily the two guards were focused on their 
prisoner and not her. 

Thomas was confused, but hope ran through his body, She 
was up to something. 

Brenda moved to the counter behind her and started 
preparing what she needed, and the guard continued to lean all 
of his weight on Thomas's wrists, cutting off the circulation. 
Sweat beaded on the man’s forehead, but it was clear he wasn’t 
letting go until Thomas was unconscious. The female guard 
stood just beside him, her Launcher aimed at Thomas’ face. 

Brenda turned back around, a syringe in her left hand, its 
nozzle pointing up, her thumb on the trigger. A yellowish 
liquid showed in the small window on the side. “Okay, 
Thomas. We're going to do this really fast. Are you ready?” 

He nodded at her, not sure what she meant but determined 
to be prepared. 

“Good,” she replied. “You better be.” 
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CHAPTER 12 


renda smiled and moved towards Thomas, then tripped 
B: something and stumbled forward. She caught the bed 

with her right hand, but she fell in such a way that the 
syringe’s nozzle landed on the forearm of the guard gripping 
Thomass wrist. She instantly pushed the trigger with her 
thumb, releasing a quick, sharp hiss, before he jerked himself 
away. 

“What the hell!” the man shouted, but his eyes were already 
glazed. 

Thomas acted instantly. Now free from those iron fists, he 
pushed down on the bed and swung his legs in an arc towards 
the female guard, who was just coming to her senses after a 
brief moment of frozen shock. One foot connected with her 
Launcher and the other with her shoulder. She let out a yell, 
which was closely followed by the smack of her head hitting the 
floor. 

Thomas scrambled after the Launcher, grabbed it before it 
slid out of reach and aimed it at the woman, who was holding 
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her head in her hands. Brenda had run around the bed and 
grabbed the man’s weapon, and she pointed it at his limp body. 

Thomas gasped for air, his chest heaving as adrenalin 
throbbed through his body. He hadn't felt so good in weeks. “I 
knew you—” 

Before he could finish, Brenda fired her Launcher. 

A high-pitched sound pierced the air, increasing in volume 
for a split second before the gun discharged and kicked, making 
Brenda jerk backwards. One of the shiny grenades shot out, 
slammed into the woman's chest and exploded, sending ten- 
drils of lightning arcing across her body. She began to twitch 
uncontrollably, 

Thomas stared, stunned at what the Launcher did to a 
person and amazed that Brenda had shot it without hesitation. 
If he had needed further proof that Brenda wasn't totally com- 
mitted to WICKED, he'd just seen it. He looked at her. 

She returned his gaze, the slightest of smiles on her face. 
“Tve been wanting to do something like that for a long time. 
Good thing I convinced Janson to assign me to you for this 
procedure.” She bent over and took the unconscious man's key 
card, slipped it into her pocket. “This'll get us in anywhere.” 

Thomas had to resist the urge to pull her into a hug. 

“Come on,” he said. “We have to get Newt and Minho. 
Then everybody else.” 

They sprinted through a couple of twists and turns in the 
hallways, Brenda leading. It reminded Thomas of the time she'd 
led him through the underground tunnels in the Scorch. He 
urged her to hurry — he knew that more guards could show up 
at any second, 

They reached a door, and Brenda swiped the key card to 
open it; a brief hiss sounded, and then the slab of metal swung 
open. Thomas burst through with Brenda close on his heels. 

The Rat Man was sitting in a chair but sprang to his feet; 
his expression quickly twisting to a look of horror. “What in 
God's name are you doing?” 
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Brenda had already fired two grenades at the guards. A man 
and a woman dropped to the ground, convulsing in a cloud of 
smoke and tiny lightning bolts. Newt and Minho tackled the 
third guard; Minho grabbed his weapon. 

Thomas trained his Launcher on Janson and put his finger 
on the trigger. “Give me your key card, then get on the ground, 
hands on your head.” His voice was steady but his heart was 
racing. 

“This is complete lunacy,” Janson said. He handed his card 
to Thomas. He spoke quietly, seeming amazingly calm under 
the circumstances. “You have zero chance of getting out of this 
complex. More guards are already on their way.” 

Thomas knew their odds were bad, but it was all they had. 
“After what we've been through, this is nothing.” He smiled as 
he realised it was true. “Thanks for the training. Now, another 
word and you'll get to experience — how did you put it? ‘The 
worst five minutes of your life?” 

“How can—” 

Thomas pulled the trigger. The high-pitched sound filled 
the room, followed by the launch of a grenade. It hit the man’s 
chest and exploded in a brilliant display of electricity. He 
screamed as he fell to the ground, convulsing, smoke streaming 
off his hair and clothing. The room filled with an awful smell 
—astench that reminded Thomas of the Scorch, when Minho 
was struck by lightning. 

“That can't feel good,” Thomas said to his friends. He 
sounded so calm to his own ears that it disturbed him. As he 
watched their nemesis twitch, he was almost ashamed for 
feeling no guilt. Almost. 

“Ir supposedly won't kill him,” Brenda said. 

“That's a shame,” Minho replied. He stood after tying up 
the uninjured guard with his belt. “The world would’ve been 
better off.” 

Thomas turned his attention from the twitching man at his 
feet. “We're leaving. Now.” 
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“TIl bloody drink to that,” Newt said. 

“That's exactly what I was thinking,” Minho added. 

They all turned to look at Brenda. She lifted her Launcher 
in her arms and nodded. She looked ready for a fight. 

“I hate these people just as much as you,” she said. “I’m in.” 

For the second time in the last few days, Thomas was filled 
with that foreign feeling of happiness. Brenda was back. He 
glanced at Janson. The crackling static was beginning to die. 
The man’s eyes were closed and he'd finally stopped moving, 
but he was still breathing. 

“I don’t know how long a blast from one of these lasts,” 
Brenda said, “and he's definitely going to wake up angry. We 
better get out of here.” 

“What's the plan?” Newt asked. 

Thomas didn’t have a clue. “We'll make it up as we go.” 

“Jorge's a pilot,” Brenda offered. “If we can somehow make 
it to the hangar, to his Berg . . .” 

Before anyone could respond, shouts and footsteps sounded 
in the hall, 

“They're coming,” Thomas said. The reality of their situa- 
tion hit him again — no one was going to let them just waltz out 
of the building. Who knew how many guards they'd have to get 
past. 

Minho ran to the door and took a stance right next to it. 
“They'll all have to come through right here.” 

The sounds from the hallway were getting louder — the 
guards were close. 

“Newt,” Thomas said. “You get on the other side of the 
doorway. Brenda and I'll shoot the first couple who come 
through. You guys catch the rest from the sides, then get out 
into the hallway, We'll be right behind you.” 

They took their positions. 
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CHAPTER 13 


renda’s expression was a strange mixture of anger and 
Be Thomas readied himself next to her, gripping 

the Launcher tightly in his hands. He knew it was a 
gamble to trust Brenda. He'd been tricked by nearly everyone 
in this organisation; he couldn't underestimate WICKED. But 
she was the only reason they'd got this far. And if he was going 
to bring her along, he couldn't doubt her any more. 

The first guard arrived, a man dressed in the same black gear 
as all the others, but with a different type of weapon — smaller 
and sleeker — held tightly in front of him. Thomas fired, 
watched the grenade connect with the man's chest; it sent 
him reeling backwards, twitching and convulsing in a web of 
lightning. 

Two more people — a man and a woman — were right behind 
him with Launchers raised. 

Minho acted before Thomas could. He grabbed the woman 
by the shirt and yanked her towards him, then swung her across 
his body and slammed her into the wall. She got off a shot, but 
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the silvery grenade shattered harmlessly on the ground and sent 
a short burst of crackling energy along the tiled floor. 

Brenda fired at the man, hitting him in the legs; tiny jagged 
bolts of electricity shot up his body and he screamed, falling 
back into the hallway. His weapon fell to the floor. 

Minho had disarmed the woman and forced her to kneel. 
He now held a Launcher aimed at her head. 

A fourth man came through the door, but Newt knocked 
his weapon away and punched him in the face. He collapsed to 
his knees, holding a hand up to his bloodied mouth. The guard 
looked up as if to say something, but Newt stepped back 
and shot him in the chest. At such close range the ball made 
a terrible popping sound as it exploded against the man. A 
wretched squeal escaped his throat as he fell to the floor, 
writhing in a web of pure electricity. 

“That beetle blade’s watchin’ every bloody thing we do,” 
Newt said. He nodded towards something at the back of the 
room. “We've got to get out of here — they're just going to keep 
coming.” 

Thomas turned to see the little robotic lizard crouched in 
place, red light beaming. Then he looked back at the doorway, 
which was empty. He faced the woman. The muzzle end of 
Minho's weapon hovered just inches from her head. 

“How many of you are there?” Thomas asked her. “Are there 
more coming?” 

She didn't respond at first, but Minho leaned forward until 
his gun was actually touching her cheek. 

“There're at least fifty on duty,” she said quickly. 

“Then where are they?” Minho asked. 

“I don't know.” 

“Don't lie to me!” Minho shouted. 

“We . . . Something else is going on. I don’t know what. I 
swear.” 

Thomas looked at her closely and saw more than just fear in 
her expression. Was it frustration? She seemed to be telling the 
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truth. “Something else? Like what?” 

She shook her head. “I just know that a group of us were 
called to a different section, that’s all.” 

“And you have no idea why?” Thomas threw as much doubt 
into his voice as possible. “I have a hard time believing that.” 

“T swear it.” 

Minho grabbed her by the back of the shirt and pulled her 
to her feet. “We'll just take the nice lady here as a hostage, then. 
Let's go.” 

Thomas stepped in front of him. “Brenda needs to lead — 
she knows the way around this place. Then me, then you and 
your new friend, then Newt in the rear.” 

Brenda hurried to stand beside Thomas. “I still don’t hear 
anybody, but we can’t have long. Come on.” She peeked into 
the hallway, then slipped out of the room. 

Thomas took a second to wipe his sweaty hands on his 
pants, then gripped the Launcher and followed her. She turned 
right. He heard the others fall in behind him; a quick glance 
showed that Minho’s captor was running along, too, looking 
none too happy with the threat of an electric bath just inches 
away. 

They reached the end of the initial hallway and made a right 
without stopping. Their new path looked exactly the same as 
the last, a beige alley stretching before them for at least fifty feet 
before it ended in a set of double doors. Somehow the scene 
made him think of that last stretch of the Maze right before the 
Cliff, when he, Teresa and Chuck had run for the exit while 
everyone else battled the Grievers to keep them safe. 

As they neared the doors, Thomas pulled the Rat Man’s key 
card out of his pocket. 

Their hostage yelled to him, “I wouldn't do that! I bet 
there're twenty guns waiting to burn you alive on the other 
side.” But something about her tone sounded desperate. Could 
it be that WICKED had become overconfident and lax in their 
security? With only twenty or thirty teenagers left, surely they 
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didn’t have more than one security person for each of their 
subjects — if even that many. 

Thomas and his friends had to find Jorge and the Berg, but 
they also had to find everyone else. He thought of Frypan and 
Teresa. He wasn't going to leave them behind just because 
they'd chosen to get their memories back. 

He skidded to a stop in front of the doors and turned to face 
Minho and Newt. “We've only got four Launchers, and we 
better believe that there are more guards on the other side of 
those doors waiting for us. Are we up for this?” 

Minho stepped up to the key card panel, dragging the guard 
with him by the shirt. “You're going to open this for us so we 
can focus on your buddies. Stand right there and don't do any- 
thing until we say. Don’t mess with me.” He swivelled towards 
Thomas. “Start shooting as soon as the doors crack.” 

Thomas nodded. “I'll crouch. Minho, you lean over my 
shoulder. Brenda to the left and Newt to the right.” 

Thomas got down and stuck the point of his weapon right 
where the doors met in the centre. Minho hovered above him, 
doing the same. Newt and Brenda got into position. 

“Open on three,” Minho said. “And guard lady, you try any- 
thing or run away, I guarantee one of us will get you. Thomas, 
you count off.” 

The woman pulled out her key card but said nothing. 

“One,” Thomas began. “Two.” 

He paused, allowed himself a moment to suck in a breath, 
but before he could yell the last number an alarm started 
blaring and the lights went out. 
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CHAPTER 14 


homas blinked rapidly, trying to adjust to the darkness. 
T: alarm rang in shrill, deafening bursts. 

He sensed Minho stand up, then heard him shuffling 
about. “The guard’s gone!” his friend shouted. “I can't find her!” 

As soon as he said the last word, that sound of power charg- 
ing filled the gaps between the whines of the alarm, followed by 
the pop of a grenade exploding against the ground. The bolts 
of electricity lit up the room; Thomas saw a shadowy figure 
running away from them back down the hall, gradually disap- 
pearing in the gloom. 

“My fault,” Minho muttered, barely audible. 

“Get back in position,” Thomas said, fearing what the alarm 
might mean. “Feel for the crack where the doors open. I'll use 
the Rat Man's key card. Be ready!” 

He felt around on the wall until he found the right place, 
then swiped the card; there was an audible click, and one of the 
doors began to swing inward. 

“Start shooting!” Minho shouted. 
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Newt, Brenda and Minho began to launch grenades 
through the doorway into the darkness. Thomas carefully got 
into position and followed suit, shooting into the fray of 
dancing electricity that now crackled on the far side of the 
doors. It took a few seconds between rounds, but soon they had 
created a blinding display of light and explosions. There was no 
sign of people anywhere, no answering fire. 

Thomas let his gun drop to his side. “Stop!” he yelled. 
“Don’t waste any more ammunition!” 

Minho let one last grenade fly, but then they all stood and 
waited for some of the energy to die down so they could safely 
enter the room, 

Thomas turned to Brenda, speaking loudly to be heard over 
the noise. “We're a little short on memories. Do you know any- 
thing thar'll help us? Where is everyone? Why the alarm?” 

She shook her head. “I have to be honest — something defi- 
nitely feels off.” 

“I bet this is another one of their bloody tests!” Newt yelled. 
“All of this is meant to happen and we're being analysed all over 
again.” 

Thomas could barely hear himself think, and Newt wasn't 
helping. 

He held his Launcher up and walked through the doorway. 
He wanted to get somewhere safer before the light from the 
grenade blasts disappeared entirely. From the shallow pool of 
his few returned memories, he knew he'd grown up in this place 
— he just wished he could remember the layout. He realised 
again how important Brenda was to their freedom. Jorge, too — 
if he was willing to fly them out of there. 

The alarm stopped. 

“What—” Thomas had started too loud, and quieted 
himself. “What now?” 

“They probably got sick of their ears bleeding from the 
noise,” Minho answered. “Just because they turned it off 
doesn’t mean anything.” 
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The glow from the electric bolts had disappeared, but the 
room on this side of the doorway had emergency lights that 
cast everything in a red haze. They stood in a large reception 
area with couches and chairs and a couple of desks. Nobody 
was in sight. 

“Ive never seen one person in these waiting rooms,” 
Thomas said, the space suddenly familiar. “The whole place is 
empty and creepy.” 

“Irs been a long time since they allowed visitors here, I'm 
sure,” Brenda responded. 

“What's next, Tommy?” Newt asked. “We can’t just stand 
here all day.” 

Thomas thought for a second. They had to find their 
friends, but ensuring that they had a way out seemed the first 
priority. 

“Okay,” he said. “Brenda, we really need your help. We 
need to get to the hangar and find Jorge, get him prepping a 
Berg. Newt and Minho — you guys can stay with him for 
backup and Brenda and I will search the place for our friends. 
Brenda — do you know where we can stock up on weapons?” 

“Weapons depor’s on the way to the hangar,” Brenda said. 
“But it’s probably guarded.” 

“We've seen worse,” Minho offered. “We'll start firing till 
they drop or we drop.” 

“We'll cut through ’em all,” Newt added, almost with a 
growl. “Every last one of those buggers.” 

Brenda pointed down one of two hallways that branched off 
the reception room. “It’s that way.” 

Brenda led Thomas and his friends through turn after turn, 
the dull red emergency beacons lighting the way. They met no 
resistance, though every so often a beetle blade skittered by, 
click-clacking across the floor as it scurried along. Minho tried 
firing a shot at one of them, missing badly and almost scorch- 
ing Newt, who yelped and wanted to fire back, judging by the 
look on his face. 


<6. 


After a good fifteen minutes of jogging, they reached the 
weapons depot. Thomas stopped in the hallway, surprised to 
find the door swung wide open. From what he could see, the 
shelves inside seemed fully stocked. 

“That does it,” Minho said. “No more doubt.” 

Thomas knew exactly what he meant. He'd been through 
too much not to. “Someone's setting us up,” he muttered. 

“Has to be,” Minho added. “Everyone suddenly disappears, 
doors are unlocked, weapons sitting here for us. And they're 
obviously observing us through those shuck beetle blades.” 

“Definitely fishy,” Brenda added. 

At her voice, Minho turned on her. “How do we know 
you're not in on it?” he demanded. 

She answered in a weary voice. “All I can say is that I swear 
Tm not. I have no idea what's happening.” 

Thomas hated to admit it, but what Newt had hinted at 
earlier — that this whole escape so far might be nothing but an 
orchestrated exercise — was looking more and more likely. 
They'd been reduced once again to mice, scuttling about in a 
different kind of maze. Thomas hoped so badly that it wasn’t 
true, 

Newt had already wandered into the weapons room. “Look 
at this,” he called. 

When Thomas entered the room Newt was pointing to a 
section of empty wall space and shelves. “Look at the dust pat- 
terns. It’s pretty obvious that a bunch: of stuff was taken 
recently. Maybe even within the last hour or so.” 

Thomas inspected the area. The room was pretty dusty 
— enough to make you sneeze if you moved around too much — 
but the spots Newt pointed out were completely clean. He was 
dead on. ` 

“Why is that so important?” Minho asked from behind them. 

Newt turned on him. “Can't you figure something out your- 
self for once, you bloody shank!” 

Minho winced. He looked more shocked than angry. 
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“Whoa, Newt,” Thomas said. “Things suck, yeah, but slim 
it. What’s wrong?” 

“Tl tell ya what's bloody wrong. You go all tough-guy 
without a plan, leading us around like a bunch of chickens 
lookin’ for feed. And Minho can't take a bloody step without 
askin’ which foot he should use.” 

Minho had finally recovered enough to get ticked. “Look, 
shuck-face. You're the one acting like a genius because you 
figured out some guards took weapons from the weapons room. 
I thought I'd give you the benefit of the doubt, act like maybe 
you'd discovered something deeper than that. Next time I'll pat 
you on the freaking back for stating the obvious.” 

Thomas looked back at Newt in time to see his friend’s 
expression change. He seemed stricken, almost teary. 

“Tm sorry,” Newt murmured, then turned and walked out 
of the room. 

“What was that?” Minho whispered. 

Thomas didn’t want to say what he was thinking: that 
Newt's sanity was slowly being eaten away. And luckily he 
didn’t have to — Brenda spoke up. “You guys were missing his 
point.” 

“Which was?” Minho asked. 

“There had to have been two or three dozen guns and 
Launchers in this section, and now they're all gone. Very 
recently. In the last hour or so, like Newt said.” 

“Yeah?” Minho prodded, just as it clicked for Thomas. 

Brenda held her hands out as though the answer should be 
obvious. “Guards only come here when they need a replace- 
ment or want to use something besides a Launcher. Why 
would they all need to do that at the same time? Today? And 
Launchers are so heavy, you can't fire them if you're carrying 
another weapon, too. Where are the weapons they would have 
left behind?” 


=67= 


CHAPTER 15 


inho was the first to offer an explanation. “Maybe they 
knew something like this might happen, and they didn’t 


want to kill us. From the looks of it, unless you get it 
right in the head, those Launcher things just stun you for a 
while. So they all came and got those to use with their regular 
guns. 

Brenda was shaking her head before he even finished. “No. 
Its standard for them to carry Launchers at all times — so it 
doesn’t make sense that they'd all come at once to get a new 
one. Whatever you think about WICKED, it’s not their goal to 
kill as many people as possible. Even when Cranks break in.” 

“Cranks have broken in here before?” Thomas asked. 

Brenda nodded. “The more infected there are, the more 
past the Gone, the more desperate they get. I really doubt the 
guards—” 

Minho interrupted her. “Maybe thats what happened. With 
all those alarms going off, maybe some Cranks broke in and 
took whatever weapons were here, stunned people, then started 

Ve 


-68- 


eatin’ their shuck bodies. Maybe we've only seen a few guards 
because the rest of ‘em are dead!” 

Thomas had seen Cranks past the Gone, and the memories 
haunted him. Cranks who had lived with the Flare infection-so 
long that it had eaten away at their brains until they were com- 
pletely insane. Almost like animals in human form. 

Brenda sighed. “I hate to say it, but you might be right.” 
She thought a moment. “Seriously. That would explain it. 
Someone came in here and took a bunch of weapons.” 

An icy chill filled Thomas. “If that's it, our problems are a 
whole lot worse than we thought.” 

“Glad to see the guy not immune to the Flare isn’t the only 
one with a brain that still works.” 

Thomas turned to see Newt at the door. 

“Next time just explain yourself instead of getting all 
snippy,” Minho said, his voice empty of compassion. “I didn’t 
think you'd lose it so fast, but glad you're back. We might need 
a Crank to sniff out these other Cranks if they really broke in.” 

Thomas winced at the cutting remark, looked at Newt for 
his reaction. 

The older boy wasn’t happy — that was clear by his expres- 
sion. “You never have known when to shut your hole, have ya, 
Minho? Always gotta have the bloody last word.” 

“Shut your shuck face,” Minho replied. His voice was so 
calm for a second that Thomas could have sworn Minho was 
losing it himself. The tension in the room was almost palpable. 

Newt slowly walked over to Minho and stopped in front of 
him. Then, quick as a striking snake, he punched him in the 
face. Minho staggered back and slammed into the empty 
weapons rack. Then he rushed forward and tackled Newt to the 
ground. 

It all happened so fast, Thomas couldn't believe it. He ran 
over and started pulling at Minho’s shirt. “Stop!” he screamed, 
but the two Gladers continued flailing at each other, arms and 
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Brenda stepped up to help and she and Thomas eventually 
got solid-enough grips to yank Minho to his feet, his fists still 
swinging wildly. A stray elbow smacked Thomas in the chin, 
sending a burst of rage through him. 

“How stupid can you get?” Thomas yelled, pinning Minho's 
arms behind his back. “We're running from at least one enemy, 
maybe two, and you guys are gonna brawl?” 

“He started it!” Minho snapped, spit spraying on Brenda. 

She wiped her face. “What are you, eight years old?” she 
asked. 

Minho didn’t answer. He struggled to free himself for a few 
more seconds before giving up. Thomas was sickened by the 
whole thing. He didn’t know which was worse: that Newt 
seemed to be slipping already or that Minho — the one who 
should have been able to control himself — was acting like such 
a slinthead. 

Newt got to his feet, gingerly touching a red spot on his 
cheek where Minho must've connected. “It’s my fault. Every- 
thing's just tickin’ me off. You guys figure out what we should 
do —I need a buggin’ break.” And at that he turned and walked 
out of the room again. 

Thomas blew out a breath of frustration; he let go of Minho 
and adjusted his own shirt. They didn't have time to dwell on 
petty arguments. If they were going to get out of there, they 
had to pull together and work as a team. “Minho — find a few 
more Launchers for us to bring, and then get a couple of the 
pistols on that shelf over there. Brenda, can you fill up a box 
with as much ammo as possible? I’ll go get Newt.” 

“Sounds good,” she replied, already looking around. Minho 
didn't say a word, just started searching the racks. 

Thomas went out into the hall; Newt had taken a seat on 
the ground about twenty feet away and was leaning back 
against the wall. 

“Don't say a bloody word,” he grumbled when Thomas 
joined him. 
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Great start, Thomas thought. “Listen, something weird’s 
going on — either WICKED is testing us or we've got Cranks 
running around this place killing people left and right. What- 
ever it is, we need to find our friends and get out of here.” ~ 

“I know.” That was it. Nothing else. 

“Then get up and come back in there to help us. You were 
the one all frustrated, acting like we didn’t have time to mess 
around. And now you want to sit out here in the hall and pout?” 

“I know.” The same response. 

Thomas had never seen Newt like this. The guy looked 
utterly hopeless, and the sight of it hit Thomas with a wave 
of despair. “We're all going a little craz—” He stopped; he 
couldn't possibly say anything worse. “I mean . . .” 

“Just shut it,” Newt said. “I know something's started in my 
head. I don't feel right. But you don't need to worry your 
buggin’ panties off. Give me a second and I'll be fine. We'll get 
you guys out of here and then I can deal.” 

“What do you mean, get you guys out?” 

“Get us out, whatever. Just give me a bloody minute.” 

The world of the Glade seemed like eons ago. Back there, 
Newt had always been the calm, collected one — and now here 
he was pulling the group apart at the seams. He seemed to be 
saying that it didn’t matter if he escaped himself as long as 
everyone else did. 

“Fine,” Thomas answered. He realised the only thing he 
could do was treat Newt the same as he always had. “But you 
know we can’t waste any more time. Brenda's gathering ammo. 
You'll need to help her carry it to the Berg hangar.” 

“Will do.” Newt quickly stood from his spot on the ground. 
“Bur first I have to go get something — it won't take me long.” 
He started walking away, back towards the reception room. 

“Newt!” Thomas shouted, wondering what on earth his 
friend was up to. “Don't be stupid — we have to move. And we 
need to stick together.” 

But Newt kept going. He didn’t even turn to look at Thomas. 
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“Just go get the stuff! This'll only take a couple of minutes.” 

Thomas shook his head. There was nothing he could do or 
say to bring back that reasonable guy he knew. He spun and 
headed for the weapons room. 

Thomas, Minho and Brenda gathered everything they 
could possibly carry between the three of them. Thomas had 
one Launcher strapped to each shoulder in addition to the 
one in his hands. He'd stuck two loaded pistols in his front 
pockets and several ammo clips in each back pocket. Minho 
had done the same, and Brenda held a cardboard box full of 
the bluish grenades and more bullets, her Launcher resting on 
top. 
“That looks heavy,” Thomas said, gesturing to the box. 
“You wanna—” 

Brenda cut him off. “I can manage until Newt gets back in 
here.” 

“Who knows what that guy is up to,” Minho said. “He's 
never acted like this before. Flare’s eatin’ his brain already.” 

“He said he'd be back soon.” Thomas was tired of Minho's 
attitude — he was only making it worse. “And watch what you 
say around him. The last thing we need is you setting him off 
again.” 

“Do you remember what I told you in the truck, back in the 
city?” Brenda asked Thomas. 

The sudden change in conversation surprised him, and her 
bringing up the Scorch surprised him even more. It only called 
attention to the fact that she'd lied to him. 

“What?” he asked. “You mean some of the things you said 
were true?” Hed felt so close to her that night. He realised he 
was hoping she'd say yes. 

“I'm sorry I lied about why I was there, Thomas. And about 
how I told you I could feel the Flare working on my mind. But 
the rest was true. I swear it.” She paused, looking at him, plead- 
ing in her eyes. “Anyway, we talked about how increased levels 
of brain activity actually quicken the pace of destruction — it’s 
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called cognitive destruction. That's why that drug — the Bliss — 
is so popular with the people who can afford it. The Bliss slows 
brain function. It lengthens the time before you go bat crazy. 
But it’s really expensive.” 

The idea of people living in the world who were not part of 
an experiment or holing up in abandoned buildings like he'd 
seen in the Scorch seemed unreal to him. “Do people still func- 
tion — live their lives, go to work, whatever — when they're 
drugged out?” 

“They do what they need to do, but they're much more . . . 
relaxed about it. You could be a fireman rescuing thirty chil- 
dren from an inferno, but you won't stress if you happen to 
drop a few of them into the flames along the way.” 

The thought of such a world terrified Thomas. “That's just 

. . sick.” 

“I gotta get me some of that stuff,” Minho muttered. 

“You're missing the point,” Brenda said. “Think of the hell 
Newt has been through —all the decisions he’s had to make. No 
wonder the Flare is moving so fast in-him. He's been stimulated 
too much — way more than the average person living their life 
day to day.” 

Thomas sighed, that sadness hed felt earlier gripping his 
heart again. “Well, there's nothing we can do about it until we 
get somewhere safer.” 

“Do about what?” 

Thomas turned to see Newt in the doorway again, then 
closed his eyes for a moment, pulled himself together. 
“Nothing, never mind — where'd you go?” 

“I need to talk to you, Tommy. Just you. It'll only take a 
second.” 

What now? Thomas wondered. 

“What's this crap?” Minho asked. 

“Just cut me some slack. I need to give something to 
Tommy here. Tommy and no one else.” 

“Whatever, go for it.” Minho adjusted the straps of the 
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Launchers on his shoulders. “But we need to hurry.” 

Thomas stepped into the hall with Newt, scared to death of 
what his friend might say and how crazy it might sound. The 
seconds were ticking away. 

They walked a few feet from the door before Newt stopped 
and faced him, then held out a small sealed envelope. “Stuff 
this in your pocket.” 

“What is it?” Thomas took it and turned it over; it was 
blank on the outside. 

“Just put the bloody thing in your pocket.” 

Thomas did as he was told, confused but curious. 

“Now look me in the eyes.” Newt snapped his fingers. 

Thomas's stomach sank at the anguish he saw there. “What 
is it?” 

“You don’t need to know right now. You cant know. But you 
have to make me a promise — and I’m not messing around here.” 

“What?” 

“You swear to me that you won't read what's inside that 
bloody envelope until the time is right.” 

Thomas couldn't imagine waiting to read it — he started to 
pull the envelope out of his pocket, but Newt grabbed his arm 
to stop him. 

“When the time is right?” Thomas asked. “How will I—” 

“You'll bloody know!” Newt answered before Thomas could 
ask. “Now swear to me. Swear it!” The boy's whole body 
seemed to tremble with every word. 

“Fine!” Thomas was beyond worried about his friend now. “I 
swear I won't read it until the time is right. I swear. But why—” 

“Okay, then,” Newt interrupted. “Break your promise and 
T'I never forgive you.” 

Thomas wanted to reach out and shake his friend — to 
pound the wall in frustration. But he didn't. He stood unmoy- 
ing as Newt turned away from him and walked back towards 
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CHAPTER 16 


homas had to trust Newt. He had to do this for his friend, 
T: curiosity burned inside him Jike a bushfire. He knew, 

though, that he had no time to waste. They had to get 
everyone out of the WICKED complex. He could talk to Newt 
more in the Berg — if they could get to the hangar and convince 
Jorge to help them. 

Newt came back out of the weapons room hefting the box 
of ammo by himself, followed by Minho, then Brenda, carry- 
ing another couple of Launchers with pistols stuffed in her 
pockets. 

“Let's go find our friends,” Thomas said. Then he headed 
back the way they'd come, and the others fell in line behind 
him. 

They searched for an hour, but their friends seemed to have 
disappeared. Rat Man and the guards they'd left behind were 
gone, and the cafeteria and all the dorms, bathrooms and 
meeting rooms were empty. Not a person or a Crank in sight. 
Thomas was terrified that something horrible had happened 
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and they had yet to come across the aftermath. 

Finally, after seemingly having searched every nook and 
cranny of the building, something occurred to him. “Were 
you guys allowed to move around while they had me locked in 
the white room?” he asked. “Are you sure we haven't missed 
anywhere?” 

“Not that I know of,” Minho responded. “But I'd be 
shocked if there weren't some hidden rooms.” 

Thomas agreed but didn't think they could afford to spend 
any more time searching. Their only choice was to move on. 

Thomas nodded. “Okay. Let’ zigzag our ware the hangar, 
keep looking for them as we go.” 

They'd been walking for quite some time when Minho 
abruptly froze. He pointed to his ear. It was hard to see because 
the hallway was only dimly lit by red emergency lights. 

Thomas stopped along with the others, tried to slow his 
breathing and listen. He heard it immediately. A low moaning 
sound, something that made Thomas shiver. It was coming 
from a few yards ahead of them, through a rare window in the 
hallway that looked into a large room. From where Thomas 
stood, the room seemed completely dark. The glass from the 
window had been shattered from the inside — shards littered the 
tiled floor below it. 

The moan sounded again. 

Minho held a finger to his lips, then slowly and carefully set 
down his two extra Launchers. Thomas and Brenda followed 
suit while Newt placed his box of ammo on the ground. The 
four of them gripped their weapons, and Minho took the lead 
as they crept slowly towards the noise. It sounded like a man 
trying to wake up from a horrible nightmare. Thomas's appre- 
hension grew with every step. He was scared of what he was 
about to discover. 

Minho stopped, his back against the wall, right at the edge 
of the window frame. The door to the room was on the other 
side of the window, closed, 
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“Ready,” Minho whispered. “Now.” 

He pivoted and aimed his Launcher into the dark room just 
as Thomas moved to his left side and Brenda to his right, 
weapons held ready. Newt kept watch at their backs. 

Thomas's finger hovered above the trigger, ready to squeeze 
it at an instants notice, but there was no movement. He 
puzzled over what he was seeing inside the room. The red glow 
from the emergency lights didn’t reveal much, but the whole 
floor appeared to be covered in dark mounds. Something that 
was slowly moving. Gradually his eyes adjusted and he began to 
make out the-shapes of bodies and black clothing. And he 
caught sight of ropes. 

“They're guards!” Brenda said, her voice cutting through the 
silence, 

Muffled gasps escaped from the room, and finally Thomas 
could see faces, several of them. Mouths gagged and eyes open 
wide in panic. The guards were tied up and laid out on the 
floor from head to toe, side by side, filling up the entire room. 
Some of them were still, but most:were struggling in their 
restraints. Thomas found himself staring, his mind searching 
for an explanation. 

“So this is where they all are,” Minho breathed. 

Newt leaned in to get a look. “At least they're not all hangin’ 
from the bloody ceiling with their tongues sticking out like last 
time. 

Thomas couldn't agree more — he remembered that scene all 
too vividly, whether it had been real or not. 

“We need to question them and find out what happened,” 
Brenda said, already moving for the door. 

Thomas grabbed her before he had time to think, “No.” 

“What do you mean no? Why not — they can tell us every- 
thing!” She wrenched her arm out of his grip but waited to see 
what he had to say. 

“It might be a trap, or whoever did this could come back 
soon. We just need to get out of this place.” 
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“Yeah,” Minho said. “This isn’t up for debate. I don’t care if 
we have Cranks or rebels or guerrillas running around this 
place — these shuck guards aren't our worry right now.” 

Brenda shrugged. “Fine. Just thought we could get some 
information.” She paused, then pointed. “Hangar’s that way.” 

After gathering up their weapons and ammunition, Thomas 
and the others jogged down hallway after hallway, all the while 
on the lookout for whoever had overpowered all those guards. 
Finally Brenda stopped at another set of double doors. One of 
them stood slightly ajar, and a breeze flowed through, ruffling 
her scrubs, 

Without being told, Minho and Newt took up position on 
either side of the doorway, Launchers at the ready. Brenda 
grabbed the handle of the door, pistol aimed into the opening. 
There were no sounds coming from the other side. 

Thomas gripped his Launcher tighter, the back end pressed. 
against his shoulder, muzzle aimed forward. “Open it,” he said, 
his heart racing. 

Brenda swung the door wide and Thomas charged through. 
He swept his Launcher left and right, turning in a circle as he 
moved forward. 

The massive hangar looked like it was built to hold three of 
the enormous Bergs, but only two stood in their loading spots. 
They loomed like giant squatting frogs, all scorched metal and 
worn edges, as if they'd flown soldiers into a hundred fiery 
battles. Other than a few cargo crates and what looked like 
mechanics’ stations, the rest of the area was nothing but open 
space. 

Thomas pushed on, searching the hangar as the other three 
spread out around him. Not one thing stirred. 

“Hey!” Minho shouted. “Over here, Someone's on the . . .” 
He didn't finish, but he had stopped next to a large crate and 
had his weapon trained on something behind it. 

Thomas was the first one at Minho’s side and was surprised 
to see a man lying hiddengfrom view on the other side of the 
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wooden box, groaning as he rubbed his head. There was no 
blood showing through his dark hair, but judging from the 
way he struggled to sit up, Thomas bet he'd been hit pretty 
hard. ‘ 

“Careful there, buddy,” Minho warned. “Nice and easy, no 
sudden movements or you'll smell like burnt bacon before you 
know it.” 

The man leant on an elbow, and when he dropped his hand 
from his face, Brenda let out a small cry and rushed forward to 
him, pulling him into a hug. 

Jorge. Thomas felt a rush of relief — they'd found their pilot 
and he was okay, if a little banged up. 

Brenda didn’t seem to quite see it that way. She searched 
Jorge for injuries as her questions poured out. “What hap- 
pened? How'd you get hurt? Who took the Berg? Where is 
everyone?” 

Jorge groaned again and gently pushed her away. “Calm 
your pants, hermana. My head feels like it’s been stomped by 
dancin’ Cranks. Just give me a sec-while I get my wits back 
together.” 

Brenda gave him some space and sat down, her face flushed, 
her expression anxious. Thomas had a million questions of his 
own, but he understood well what it felt like to be knocked in 
the head. He watched Jorge as he slowly got his bearings, and 
remembered how he'd once been scared of this guy — been ter- 
rified of him. The images of Jorge fighting Minho inside that 
wreck of a building in the Scorch would never leave his mind. 
But eventually, like Brenda, Jorge had realised that he and the 
Gladers were on the same side. 

Jorge squeezed his eyes shut and opened them a few more 
times, then started talking. “I don’t know how they did it, but 
they took over the compound, got rid of the guards, stole a 
Berg, flew out of here with another pilot. I was an idiot and 
tried to get them to wait until I could find out more about 
what's going on. Now my head's paying for it.” 
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“Who?” Brenda asked. “Who are you talking about? Who 
left?” For some reason Jorge looked up at Thomas when he 
answered. 

“That Teresa chick. Her and the rest of the subjects. Well, 
all of them except you muchachos.” 


CHAPTER 17 


homas staggered a»step or two to his left and caught 
himself on the heavy crate for support. He'd been think- 


ing that maybe Cranks had attacked after all, or that some 
other group had infiltrated WICKED, taken Teresa and the 
others. Rescued them, even. 

But Teresa had led an escape? They'd fought their way out, 
subdued the guards, flown away in a Berg? Without him and 
the others? There were so many elements to the scenario, and 
none of them would come together in his mind. 

“Shut your traps!” Jorge shouted over the din of questions 
from Minho and Newt, and Thomas jolted back to the present. 
“You're driving nails through my head — just . . . quit talking 
for a minute, Somebody help me get up.” 

Newt grabbed the man’s hand and pulled him to his feet. 
“You better start explaining what bloody happened. From the 
beginning.” 

“And be quick about it,” Minho added. 

Jorge leaned back onto the wooden box and folded his arms, 
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still wincing with every movement. “Look, hermano, I already 
told you I don't know much. What I said happened is what 
happened. My head feels like—” 

“Yeah, we get it,” Minho snapped. “You have a headache. 
Just tell us what you know and I'll find you some shuck 
aspirin.” 

Jorge let out a little laugh. “Brave words, boy. If I remember 
right, you're the one who had to apologise and beg for your life 
back in the Scorch.” 

Minho’s face scrunched up and reddened. “Well, it’s easy to 
be tough when you have a bunch of lunatics with knives pro- 
tecting you. Things are a little different now.” 

“Would you stop!” Brenda said to both of them. “We're all 
on the same side.” 

“Just get on with it,” Newt said. “Talk so we buggin’ know 
what we need to do.” 

Thomas was still in shock. He stood listening to Jorge and 
Newt and Minho, but it felt like he was watching something on 
a screen, like it wasn't happening in front of him. He'd thought 
Teresa couldn't be more of a mystery to him. Now this. 

“Look,” Jorge said. “I spend most of my time in this hangar, 
okay? I started hearing all kinds of shouts and warnings over 
the com, then the silent-alarm lights started blinking. I went 
out to investigate and just about had my head blown off.” 

“At least it wouldn't hurt any more,” Minho muttered. 

Jorge either didn’t hear the comment or just ignored it. 
“Then the lights went out and I ran back in here to find my 
gun. Next thing I know, Teresa and a bunch of your hooligan 
friends come running in here like the world’s about to end, 
hauling old Tony along to fly a Berg. I dropped my lousy pistol 
when seven or eight Launchers were aimed at my chest, then I 
begged them to wait, explain things to me. But some girl with 
blonde hair whacked me in the forehead with the burt of her 
gun, I passed out, woke up to see your ugly faces staring down 
at me and a Berg gone. Thats all I know.” 
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Thomas took it all in but realised none of the details 
mattered. Only one thing about the whole affair stood out, and 
not only did it confuse him, it hurt him to face it. 

“They left us behind,” he almost whispered. “I can't believe it.” 

“Huh?” Minho asked. 

“Speak up, Tommy,” Newt added. 

Thomas exchanged long glances with both of them. “They 
left us behind. At least we went back and looked for them. They 
left us here for WICKED to do whatever they want with us.” 

They didn’t respond, but their eyes revealed that they'd been 
thinking the same thing. 

“Maybe they did search for you,” Brenda offered. “And 
couldn't find you. Or maybe the firefight got too nasty and they 
had to leave.” 

Minho scoffed at that. “All the guards are freaking tied up 
in that room back there! They had plenty of time to come to 
look for us. No way. They left us.” 

“On purpose,” Newt said in a low voice. 

None of it sat right with Thomas, “Something's off. Teresa's 
been acting like WICKED’s number one fan lately. Why would 
she escape? It has to be some kind of trick. Come on, Brenda — 
you told me not to trust them. You have to know something. 
Talk.” 

Brenda was shaking her head. “I don’t know anything about 
this. But why is it so hard to believe that the other subjects 
would have the same idea we did? To escape? They just did a 
better job of it.” 

Minho made a noise that sounded like a wolf growling. 
“Insulting us is something I wouldn't do right now. And use the 
word subjects again and I'll smack you, girl or no girl.” 

“You just try it,” Jorge warned. “Smack her and it'll be the 
last thing you do in this life.” 

“Could we stop the macho games for a bit?” Brenda rolled 
her eyes. “We need to figure out what comes next.” 

Thomas couldn't shake how much it bothered him that 
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Teresa and the others — Frypan, even! — had left without them. 
If his group had been the ones to tie all the guards up, wouldn't 
they have searched until they found their other friends? And 
why had Teresa wanted to leave? Had her memories brought 
back something she hadn't expected? 

“There's nothing to bloody figure out,” Newt said. “We get 
out of here.” He pointed at a Berg. 

Thomas couldn't have agreed more. He turned to Jorge. 
“You're really a pilot?” 

The man grinned. “Damn straight, muchacho. One of the 
best.” 

“Why'd they send you to the Scorch,. then? Aren't you 
valuable?” 

Jorge looked at Brenda. “Where Brenda goes, I go. And I 
hate to say it, but heading for the Scorch sounded better than 
staying here. I looked at it like a vacation. Turned out a little 
rougher than I—” 

An alarm started blaring, the same whining scream as 
before. Thomas's heart jumped — the noise seemed even louder 
in the hangar than it had been in the hall, echoing off the high 
walls and ceiling. 

Brenda looked with wide eyes at the doors they'd come 
through, and Thomas turned to see what had caught her atten- 
tion. 

At least a dozen of the black-clad guards were pouring 
through the opening, weapons raised. They started firing. 


CHAPTER 18 


omeone grabbed the back of Thomas's shirt and yanked 
Ss: hard to the left; he stumbled and fell behind the 

cargo box just as the sounds of glass shattering and elec- 
tricity crackling filled the hangar. Several arcs of lightning 
threaded around and over the crate, singeing the air. They'd 
barely winked out before a round of bullets thudded against the 
wood. 

“Who let “em loose?” Minho yelled. 

“Hardly think it bloody matters right now!” Newt shouted 
back. 

The group crouched low, their bodies pressed against cach 
other tightly. It seemed impossible that they could fight back 
from such a position. 

“They'll flank us any second,” Jorge called out. “We need to 
start shooting back!” 

Despite the wild attack going on around them, the state- 
ment struck Thomas. “I guess you're with us, then?” 

The pilot looked at Brenda, then shrugged. “If she’s helping 
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you, then so am I. And if you haven't noticed — they're trying 
to kill me, too!” 

A surge of relief edged through Thomas's terror. Now they 
just had to make it onto one of those Bergs. 

The onslaught had paused momentarily, and Thomas 
could hear shuffling footsteps and short barked commands, If 
they were going to gain an advantage, they needed to act 
quickly. 

“How do we do this?” he asked Minho. “You're in charge 
this time.” 

His friend gave him a sharp look but nodded curtly. “Okay, 
TIl fire right, Newt fires left. Thomas and Brenda, you fire over 
the box. Jorge, you scout a way for us to get to your shuck Berg. 
Shoot anything that moves or wears black. Get ready.” 

Thomas knelt facing the box, ready to jump to his feet on 
Minho’ signal. Brenda was right next to him, with two pistols 
instead of a Launcher. Her eyes were on fire. 

“Planning to kill somebody?” Thomas asked. 

“Nah, I'll aim for their legs. But ya never know, maybe I'll 
hit high by accident.” 

She flashed him a smile; Thomas was liking her more and 
more. 

“Okay!” Minho shouted. “Now!” 

They made their moves. Thomas stood, lifting his Launcher 
up and over the box. He fired without risking a good look, and 
once he heard the grenade explode he popped up to search for 
a specific target. A man was creeping towards them from across 
the room, and Thomas aimed, fired. The grenade burst into 
lightning as it hit the man’s chest, throwing him to the ground 
in a fit of spasms. 

Gunfire and screams filled the air of the hangar, along with 
the staticky sound of electricity. Guard after guard fell, clutching 
their wounds — mostly in their legs, as Brenda had promised. 
Others bolted for cover. 

“We've got them running!” Minho yelled. “But it won't last 
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long — they probably didn’t realise we had weapons. Jorge, 
which Berg is yours?” 

“That one.” Jorge pointed towards the far left corner of the 
hangar. “That's my baby. It won't take long to get her ready"to 
fly.” 

Thomas turned to where Jorge had indicated, The Berg's 
large hatch door, which he remembered from the group's escape 
out of the Scorch, lay open and rested on the ground, waiting 
for passengers to run up its metal slope. Nothing had ever 
looked so inviting. 

Minho shot.another grenade. “Okay. First everyone reload. 
Then Newt and I'll cover while Thomas, Jorge and Brenda run 
to the Berg. Jorge, you get her fired up while Thomas and 
Brenda cover for us from behind that hatch door. Sound like a 
plan?” 

“Can the Launchers hurt the Berg?” Thomas asked. Every- 
one was jamming additional ammo into their weapons and 
pockets. ę 

Jorge shook his head. “Not much, Those beasts are tougher 
than a Scorch camel. If they miss us and hit my ship, all the 
better. Let's do this, muchachos!” 

“Then go go go!” Minho yelled without giving any warning. 
He and Newt started launching grenades like crazy, volleying 
them all along the open area in front of their waiting Berg. 

Thomas felt a mad rush of adrenalin. He and Brenda took 
up position on the left and right of Jorge and they sprinted 
away from the protection of the cargo box. A flurry of firing 
weapons filled the air, but there was so much electricity and 
smoke that it was impossible to aim at anyone. Thomas shot his 
weapon as best he could while running, as did Brenda. He 
swore he could feel bullets blowing past him, barely missing. 
Launcher grenades exploded in a crash of glass and light to 
their right and left. 

“Run!” Jorge shouted. 

Thomas pushed himself to go faster, his legs burning. 
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Daggers of lightning shot across the floor from all directions; 
bullets pinged against the metal walls of the hangar; smoke 
twirled like fingers of fog in odd places. It all became a blur as 
he focused on the Berg, now only a few dozen feet away. 

They'd almost made it when a Launcher grenade smashed 
against Brenda's back; she screamed and fell, her face smacking 
the concrete floor as electricity spiderwebbed over her body. 

Thomas skidded to a stop as he cried out her name, then 
dropped to the ground to make himself a smaller target. Tend- 
rils of lightning-like electricity snaked across Brenda's body, 
then dwindled to smoky wisps as they raced out along the floor. 
Thomas lay on his stomach several feet away, dodging the 
errant streaks of white heat as he searched for a way to get 
closer. 

Newt and Minho had obviously seen the disastrous turn of 
events and given up on the plan. They were running towards 
him as they continued firing. Jorge had made it to the Berg and 
disappeared up the hatch, but he came out again, shooting a 
different kind of Launcher; its grenades exploded into spouts of 
raging fire when they made contact. Several of the guards 
screamed as they erupted in flames, and the others pulled back 
a little because of the new threat. 

Thomas waited anxiously on the ground next to Brenda, 
cursing his inability to help. He knew he had to wait for the 
electricity to die down before he could grab her and start drag- 
ging her to the Berg, but he didn’t know if there was time. Her 
face had gone completely white; blood dripped from her nose 
and drool trickled from her mouth as her limbs spasmed and 
her torso seemed to bounce in place. Her eyes were frozen wide 
with shock and terror. 

Newt and Minho reached him, dropped to the ground. 

“No!” Thomas shouted. “Keep going to the Berg. Take 
cover behind the hatch door. Wait until we start moving, then 
cover us. Fire like crazy till we get there.” 


“Just come on already!” Minho yelled back. He grabbed 
x 


=o 


Brenda by the shoulders, and Thomas's breath caught as his 
friend winced — several jagged bolts of lightning arced up his 
arms. But the energy had weakened considerably and Minho 
was able to stand and begin pulling her along behind him. ~ 

Thomas hooked his arms under Brenda's shoulders, and 
Newt picked up her legs. They backed their way towards the 
Berg. The hangar was a world of noise and smoke and flashing 
light. A bullet grazed Thomas's leg: a hot score of pain, then 
oozing blood. An inch difference and he might've been hobbled 
for life or bled to death. He let out a furious scream and imag- 
ined everyone in black as the one who'd shot him. 

He stole a glance at Minho; the boy's face was strained with 
the effort of dragging Brenda. Thomas harnessed his furious 
surge of adrenalin and took a risk, lifted his Launcher up from 
beneath him with one hand, firing in random directions as he 
used the other to help pull Brenda across the floor. 

They reached the foot of the hatch door. Jorge immediately 
dropped his huge weapon and slid down the ramp to grab one 
of Brenda’s arms. Thomas released his hold on her shirt and let 
Minho and Jorge yank her up into the ship, her heels thump- 
ing against the raised traction moulding. 

Newt started firing his weapon again, releasing grenades left 
and right until he ran out of ammunition. Thomas shot once 
more and his Launcher emptied as well. 

The guards in the hangar clearly knew that their time was 
about to run out, and a horde of them sprinted for the ship and 
opened fire once again. 

“Forget reloading!” Thomas shouted. “Let's go!” 

Newt turned and scrambled up the ramp. Thomas was right 
behind him. His head had just crossed the threshold when 
something thumped and cracked against his back. In an instant 
he felt the burning power of a thousand bolts of lightning strike 
him at once; he fell backwards and tumbled end over end until 
he landed on the floor of the hangar, his whole body convuls- 
ing and his vision going dark. 
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CHAPTER 19 


Te- eyes were open, but he couldn't see anything. No, 


that wasnt ir. Brilliant lights arced in lines across his field 

of vision, blinding him. He couldn't blink, couldn't close 
his eyelids to block it. Pain washed over his body; his skin felt 
like it was melting right off his muscle and bones. He tried to 
scream, but it was as if he'd lost all control of his functions — his 
arms and legs and torso shook no matter how hard he strained 
to stop them. 

The crackle and pop of electricity filled his ears, but soon 
another noise took over. A deep, thrumming hum that 
pounded his ears and rattled his head. He was barely on the 
edge of consciousness, felt himself slipping in and out of an 
abyss that wanted to swallow him. But something in him knew 
what that sound was. The engines of the Berg had started up, 
the thrusters burning their blue flames. 

He immediately thought they were leaving him. First Teresa 
and the others, now his closest friends and Jorge. He couldn't 


take any more betrayal.,It hurt too much. He wanted to 
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scream, all while needles of pain bit every inch of his body and 
the burning smell overwhelmed him. No, they wouldn't leave 
him behind. He knew it. 

Gradually his vision started to clear, and the white-hot 
charges of heat diminished in strength and number. He 
blinked. Two, then three figures dressed in black stood over 
him, weapons pointed at his face. Guards. Would they kill him? 
Drag him back to the Rat Man for more tests? One of them 
spoke, but Thomas couldn't hear the words; static buzzed in his 
ears. 

All of a sudden the guards were gone, tackled by two figures 
that seemingly flew through the air. His friends, had to be his 
friends. Through a haze of smoke Thomas could see the ceiling 
of the hangar far above him. The pain had mostly gone away, 
replaced by a numbness that made him wonder if he could 
move. He shifted to his right, then rolled to his left, then leaned 
up on an elbow, woozy and weak. A last few trickles of elec- 
tricity skittered over his body and disappeared into the cement. 
The worst was over. He hoped. 

He shifted again, looked back over his shoulder. Minho and 
Newt were each straddling a guard, beating the living klunk out 
of them. Jorge stood in between the Gladers, shooting his fiery 
Launcher in all directions. Most of the guards must've given up 
or been disabled — otherwise Thomas and the others wouldn't 
have made it even this far. Or maybe, Thomas thought, the 
guards were pretending, putting on an act, like everyone else in 
the Trials. 

He didn’t care. He just wanted out of this place. And escape 
was right in front of him. 

With a groan he shifted to his belly, then pushed himself up 
onto his hands and knees. Breaking glass, the crackle of light- 
ning, the booms of weapons firing and pings of bullets hitting 
metal filled the air around him, If someone shot him now, there 
was nothing he could do about it. He could only drag himself 
towards the Berg. The ship’s thrusters hammed as they charged; 


oot 


the whole thing vibrated, shaking the ground underneath him 
as well. The hatch door was only a few feet away. They needed 
to get on the ship. 

He tried to yell something back at Minho and the others, 
but only a gurgling groan came out. On his hands and knees 
like a wounded dog, he started crawling forward as quickly as 
his body would allow — he had to fight for every ounce of 
strength within. He reached the lip of the ramp, pulled himself 
over it, inched up the slope. His muscles ached and nausea 
climbed out of his stomach. The noises of battle pounded his 
ears, put his nerves on edge; something could hit him at any 
second. 

He made it halfway. Turned to look at his friends. They were 
backing towards him, all three now firing. Minho had to stop 
and reload, and Thomas just knew he'd get shot or blasted with 
a grenade. But his friend finished and started up again. The three 
of them reached the bottom of the hatch door, so close now. 

Thomas tried to speak again; now he sounded like a 
wounded dog. 

“That's it!” Jorge yelled. “Grab his butt and drag him in!” 

Jorge ran up the ramp past Thomas and disappeared inside. 
Something clicked loudly, and then the ramp started to swing 
upward, its hinges groaning. Thomas realised he'd collapsed, 
his face resting against the raised metal traction pads beneath 
him, yet he couldn't remember when it had happened. He felt 
hands pull at his shirt, felt himself lifted through the air. Then 
he slammed back down just inside the hatch door as it sealed 
shut and the locks engaged. 

“Sorry, Tommy,” Newt muttered in his ear. “Could’ve been 
a bit more gentle, I ’spect.” 

Though he was close to unconsciousness, an indescribable 
joy lifted Thomas's heart — they were escaping WICKED. He 
let out a weak grunt in an attempt to share that with his friend. 
Then he closed his eyes and passed out. 
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CHAPTER 20 


lhomas woke to see Brenda's face staring down at him. She 
Te worried. Her skin was pale and marked with 

streaks of dried blood, and there was black soot on her 
forehead and a bruise forming on her cheek. As if her wounds 
reminded him, he suddenly fele the sting of his own across his 
whole body. He had no idea how those Launcher grenades 
worked, but he was happy he'd only been hit once. 

“I just got up myself,” Brenda said. “How do you feel?” 

Thomas shifted to lean on his elbow and winced at the 
sharp pain in his leg where hed been grazed by the buller. “Like 
a bucket of klunk.” 

He lay on a low cot inside a large cargo hold that currently 
held nothing but a bunch of mismatched furniture. Minho and 
Newt were taking well-deserved naps on a couple of ugly 
couches, blankets covering their bodies and tucked in under 
their chins. Thomas had a sneaking suspicion that Brenda had 
done that — they looked like little kids, all snuggly and warm. 

Brenda had been kneeling next to his cot; she now stood up 
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and took a seat on a frumpy armchair a few feet away. “We slept 
for almost ten hours.” 

“Serious?” Thomas couldn't believe it — it seemed like he'd 
just dozed off. Or passed out was probably more accurate. 

Brenda nodded. 

“We've been flying that long? Where are we going, the 
moon?” Thomas swung his legs out and sat on the edge of the cot. 

“No. Jorge got us a hundred or so miles away, then landed 
in a big clearing. He's actually snoozing, too. Can't have a tired 
pilot.” 

“I can't believe we both got shot by Launchers. I liked it a 
lot better being the one who pulled the ‘trigger.” Thomas 
rubbed his face and let out a big yawn. Then he examined some 
of the burns on his arms. “Do you think these will leave scars?” 

Brenda laughed. “Of all the things to worry about.” 

He couldn't help but smile. She was right. “So,” he started, 
then continued, slowly. “It sounded great to escape from 
WICKED when we were back there, but . . . I don’t even know 
what the real world . . . It’s not all like the Scorch, is it?” 

“No,” she replied. “Only the regions between the Tropics 
are a wasteland — everywhere else has extreme swings of climate. 
There are a few safe cities we could go to. Especially being 
immune — we could probably find jobs pretty easily.” 

“Jobs,” Thomas repeated, as if the word were the most 
foreign thing he'd ever heard. “You're already thinking about 
getting a job?” 

“You do plan to eat, don’t you?” 

Thomas didn’t answer, felt the heavy weight of reality. If 
they were truly going to escape into the real world, they had to 
start living like real people. But was that even possible in a 
world where the Flare existed? He thought of his friends. 

“Teresa,” he said. 

Brenda pulled back a little in surprise. “What about her?” 

“Is there a way to find out where she and the others went?” 

“Jorge already did — cheeked the Berg tracking system. They 
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went to a city called Denver.” 

Thomas felt a prick of alarm. “Does that mean WICKED'I 
be able to find us?” ‘ 

“You don't know Jorge.” She had a mischievous grin on her 
face. 

“He can manipulate the system like you wouldn't believe. 
We should be able to stay a step ahead of them for a little while, 
at least.” 

“Denver,” Thomas said after a moment. The name sounded 
weird in his mouth. “Where's that?” 

“Rocky Mountains. High elevation. One of the obvious 
choices for a quarantine zone because the weather's recovered 
pretty quickly there since the sun flares. As good a place as any 
to go. 

Thomas didn’t care so much about the location, he just 
knew that he had to find Teresa and the others, be reunited. He 
wasnt quite sure why yet, and he certainly wasn't ready to 
discuss it with Brenda. So he stalled for time. 

“What's it like there?” he finally‘asked. 

“Well, like most big cities, theyre pretty ruthless about 
keeping the Cranks out, and the residents have to be tested for 
the Flare randomly and often. They actually have another town 
set up on the opposite side of the valley where they send the 
newly infected. Immunes get paid a lot of money to take care 
of them even though it’s extremely dangerous. Both places are 
heavily guarded.” 

Even with some of his memories back, Thomas didn’t know 
a whole lot about the population that was immune to the Flare, 
But he remembered something the Rat Man had told him. 
“Janson said that people really hate the Immunes — call them 
Munies. What did he mean by that?” 

“When you have the Flare, you know you're going to go 
crazy and die. Irs not a matter of if but when. And as hard as ` 
the world has tried, the virus always finds its way through the 
cracks of the quarantines. Imagine knowing that and then 
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knowing that the Immunes are going to be okay. The Flare 
does nothing to them — they don’t even transmit the virus. 
Wouldn't you hate the healthy?” 

“Probably,” Thomas said, glad he was on the immune side 
of things. 

Better to be hated than sick. “But wouldn't it seem valuable 
to have them around? I mean, knowing they can't catch the 
disease.” 

Brenda shrugged. “They're definitely used — especially in 
government and security roles — but the others treat them like 
trash. And there's way more people who aren't immune. That's 
why the Munies get paid so much to be guards — otherwise they 
wouldn't go through it. A lot of them even try to hide their 
immunity. Or go work for WICKED, like Jorge and I did.” 

“So did you guys meet before going there?” 

“We met in Alaska, after we'd found out we were immune. 
There was a gathering place for people like us — kind of a 
hidden camp. Jorge became like an uncle to me, and he swore 
to be my guardian. My dad had already been killed, and my 
mum pushed me away once she caught the Flare.” 

Thomas leaned forward, elbows on knees. “You told me 
WICKED killed your dad. And yet you still went and volun- 
teered to work for them?” 

“Survival, Thomas.” A dark look passed over her face. “You 
don't know how good you had it growing up under WICKED’s 
wing. Out in the real world, most people will do anything to 
survive one more day. Cranks and Immunes have different 
problems, yeah, but ir’s still about surviving. Everybody wants 
to live.” 

Thomas didn’t respond, didn’t know what to say. All he 
knew of life was the Maze and the Scorch and the splotchy 
memories of his childhood with WICKED. He felt empty and 
lost, like he didn’t really belong anywhere. 

A sudden pain squeezed his heart. “I wonder what hap- 
pened to my mum,” he saitl, surprising himself. 
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“Your mum?” Brenda asked. “You remember her?” 

“Tve had a few dreams about her. I think they were 
memories. 

“What came back? What was she like?” 

“She was . . . a mum. You know, she loved me, cared about 
me, worried about me.” Thomas's voice cracked. “I don’t think 
anyone's done that since they took me away from her. It hurts 
to think of her going crazy, to think of what might've happened 
to her. What some crazy bloodthirsty Crank might've . . .” 

“Stop it, Thomas. Just stop.” She took his hand and 
squeezed, which helped. “Think how happy she'd be, knowing 
you're still alive, still fighting, She died knowing that you were 
immune, and that you'd have a chance to actually grow old, no 
matter how crappy the world is. Plus, you're totally wrong.” 

Thomas had been staring at the floor, but at that he looked 
up at Brenda. “Huh?” 

“Minho. Newt. Frypan. All your friends care and worry 
about you. Even Teresa — she really did do all those things in 
the Scorch because she thought shë had no choice.” Brenda 
paused, then added in a quiet voice, “Chuck.” 

The pang Thomas was feeling in his chest tightened. 
“Chuck. He... he’s . . .” He had to stop a second to compose 
himself. When it came down to it, Chuck was the most vivid 
reason that he despised WICKED. How could any good come 
from killing a kid like Chuck? 

He finally continued. “I watched as that kid died. In his last 
few seconds there was pure terror in his eyes. You can't do that. 
You can't do that to a person. I don’t care what anyone tells me, 
I don't care how many people go crazy and die, I don’t care if 
the whole shuck human race ends. Even if that was the only 
thing that had to happen to find the cure, I'd still be against it.” 

“Thomas, relax. You're going to squeeze your own fingers 
off.” 

He didn’t remember letting go of her hand — he looked 
down to see his own hands gripping each other tightly, the skin 
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completely white. He eased off and felt the blood rush back to 
them. 

Brenda nodded solemnly. “I changed for good back in the 
Scorch city. I’m sorry for everything.” 

Thomas shook his head. “You don’t have a single reason 
more than I do to apologise. It’s all just one big screwed-up 
mess.” He groaned and lay back down on the cot, staring at the 
metal grid of the ceiling. 

After a long pause, Brenda finally spoke again. “Ya know, 
maybe we can find Teresa and the others. Join up. They broke 
out, which means they're on our side. I think we should give 
them the benefit of the doubt — maybe they had no choice but 
to leave without us. And it’s no surprise at all that they went 
where they did.” 

Thomas shifted to look at her, daring to hope she was right. 
“So you think we should go to...” 

“Denver.” 

Thomas nodded, suddenly certain and loving the feel of it. 
“Yeah, Denver.” 

“But your friends aren't the only reason.” Brenda smiled. 
“There's something even more important there.” 
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CHAPTER 21 


homas stared at Brenda, eager to hear what she had to say. 
“You know what's in your brain,” she said. “So what's 
our biggest concern?” 

Thomas thought about it. “WICKED tracking us or con- 
trolling us.” 

“Exactly,” Brenda said. 

“And?” Again, impatience filled his gut. 

She sat back down across from him and leaned forward on 
her knees, rubbing her hands together in excitement. “I know 
a guy named Hans who moved to Denver — he’s immune like 
us. He's a doctor. He worked at WICKED until he had a 
disagreement with the higher-ups about the protocols sur- 
rounding the brain implants. He thought what they were doing 
was too risky. That they were crossing lines, being inhumane. 
WICKED wouldn't let him leave, but he managed to escape.” 

“Those guys need to work on their security,” Thomas 
muttered. 

“Lucky for us.” Brenda grinned. “Anyway, Hans is a genius. 


-99- 


He knows every little detail about the implants you guys have 
in your heads. I know he went to Denver because he sent me a 
message over the Netblock right before I was dropped into the 
Scorch. If we can get to him, he'll be able to take those things 
out of your heads. Or at least disable them. I’m not sure how it 
works, but if anyone can do it, he can. And he'd do it gladly. 
The man hates WICKED as much as we do.” 

Thomas thought for a second, “And if they control us, we're 
in big trouble. I’ve seen it happen at least three times.” Alby 
struggling against an unseen force in the Homestead, Gally 
being controlled with the knife that hit Chuck, and Teresa 
straining to speak to Thomas outside the shack in the Scorch. 
All three among his most disturbing memories. 

“Exactly. They could manipulate you, make you do things. 
They can’t see through your eyes or hear your voice or anything 
like that, but we need to get you fixed. If they're close enough 
to have you under observation and if they decide it’s worth the 
risk, they'll try it. And that’s the last thing we need.” 

It was a lot to sort out. “Well, it looks like we have plenty 
of reason to go to Denver. We'll see what Newt and Minho 
think when they wake up.” 

Brenda nodded. “Sounds good.” She got to her feet and 
moved closer, then leaned in and kissed Thomas on the cheek. 
Goose bumps broke out down his chest and arms. “Ya know, 
most of what happened in those tunnels was not an act.” She 
stood and looked at him for a moment, quietly. “I’m going to 
wake up Jorge — he’s sleeping in the captain's quarters.” 

She turned and walked away, and Thomas sat there, hoping 
his face hadn't flushed bright red when he remembered her 
being close to him in the Underneath. He put his hands behind 
his head and lay back on the cot, trying to process everything 
hed just heard. They finally had some direction, He felt a smile 
crack his face, and not just because he'd been kissed. 

Minho called their meeting a Gathering, just for old times’ 
sake, ve 
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By the end of it, Thomas had a headache, the pain throb- 
bing so badly he thought his eyeballs might pop out. Minho 
played devil’s advocate on every single issue and for some 
reason gave Brenda dirty looks the entire time. Thomas knew 
that they needed to go over things from every possible angle, 
but he wished Minho would give Brenda a break. 

In the end, after an hour of arguing and going back and 
forth and coming full circle a dozen times, they decided — 
unanimously — to go to Denver. They planned to land the Berg 
at a private airport with the story that they were Immunes 
looking for a government transport job. Luckily the Berg was 
unmarked — WICKED didn’t advertise when it went out into 
the real world, apparently. They'd be tested and branded as 
immune to the Flare, which would allow them access to the city 
proper. All except Newt, who — because he was infected — 
would have to stay on the Berg until they figured something 
out. 

They ate a quick meal; then Jorge went off to pilot the ship. 
He said he was well rested and he wanted everyone else to take 
a nap since it would take a few more hours to reach the city. 
After that, who knew how long it would be before they found 
a place to stay for the night. 

Thomas just wanted to be alone, so he used his headache as 
an excuse. He found a little reclining chair in an out-of-the-way 
corner and curled up in it, his back to the open area behind 
him. He had a blanket, and he pulled it up and around him, 
feeling cosier than he had in a long time. And even though he 
was scared of what might come, he also felt a sense of peace. 
Maybe they were finally close to breaking the bonds of 
WICKED for ever. 

He thought about their escape and all that had happened 
along the way. The more he went through it, the more he 
doubted that any of it had been orchestrated by WICKED. Too 
much had been done on the spur of the moment, and those 
guards had fought furiously to keep them there. 
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Finally sleep took him from all of these thoughts, and he 
dreamed. 

He's only twelve years old, sitting in a chair facing another 
man, who looks unhappy to be there. They're in a room with 
an observation window. 

“Thomas,” the sad man begins. “You've been a little . . . 
distant lately. I need you to come back to what's important. You 
and Teresa are doing well with your telepathy, and things are 
moving forward nicely by all estimations. It’s time to refocus.” 

Thomas feels shame, and then shame at being ashamed. It 
confuses him, makes him want to run away, back to his dorm. 
The man senses it. 

“We won't leave this room until I'm satisfied with your 
commitment.” The words are like a death sentence handed 
down by a heartless judge. “You'll answer my questions, and the 
sincerity better bleed from your pores. Do you understand?” 

Thomas nods. 

“Why are we here?” the man asks. 

“Because of the Flare.” 

“T want more than that. Elaborate.” 

Thomas pauses. He has felt a sense of rebellion lately, but he 
knows that once he recounts all the things this man wants to 
hear, it will dissipate. He'll fall back into doing what they ask 
of him and learning what they set before him. 

“Go on,” the man pushes. 

Thomas lets it all out in a rush — word for word, as he 
memorised it long ago. “The sun flares pummelled the earth. 
Security in many government buildings was compromised. A 
man-made virus engineered for biological warfare leaked from 
a military centre for disease control, That virus hit all the major 
population centres and spread rapidly. It became known as the 
Flare. The surviving governments put all their resources into 
WICKED, who found the best and the brightest of those who 
were immune. They began their plans to stimulate and map the 
brain patterns of all knows human emotions and study how we 
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operate despite having the Flare rooted inside our brains. The 
research will lead to . . .” 

He keeps going and he doesn't stop, breathing in and out 
with the words that he hates. 

The dreaming Thomas turns and runs away, runs to the 


darkness. 
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CHAPTER 22 


homas decided he needed to tell everyone more about all 
T: dreams he was having. About what he suspected were 
memories coming back to him. 

As they sat down for the second Gathering of the day, he 
made them all swear to keep their mouths shut until he was 
finished. They'd grouped the chairs near the cockpit of the Berg 
so Jorge could hear it all. Thomas then began to tell them about 
each dream he'd had — memories of his life as a kid, being taken 
by WICKED when they found out he was immune, his train- 
ing with Teresa, all of it. When he got out all that he could 
remember, he waited for a response. 

“I don't see what that has to do with anything,” Minho said. 
“Just makes me hate WICKED even more. Good thing we left, 
and I hope I never have to see Teresa’s shuck face again.” 

Newt, who'd been irritable and distant, spoke for the first 
time since they'd sat down for the Gathering. “Brenda's a 
bloody princess compared to that know-it-all.” 

“Um . . . thanks?” Brenda replied with an eye roll. 
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“When did you change?” Minho blurted out. 

“Huh?” Brenda replied. 

“When did you become so shuck crazy against WICKED? 
You've worked for them, you did all those things they wanted 
you to do in the Scorch. You were all ready to help them put 
that mask on our face and mess with us all over again. When 
and how did you come so strongly over to our side?” 

Brenda sighed; she looked tired, but her words came out 
laced with some anger. “I have never been on their side. Never. 
Tve always disagreed with how they operate — but what could I 
ever do on my own? Or even with Jorge? I've done what I 
needed to do to survive. But then I lived through the Scorch 
with you guys and it made me realise . . . well, it made me 
realise that we have a chance.” 

Thomas wanted to change the subject. “Brenda, do you 
think WICKED'II start forcing us to do things? Start messing 
with us, manipulating us, whatever?” 

“That's why we need to find Hans.” She shrugged. “I can 
only guess what WICKED will do. Every other time I’ve seen 
them control someone with the device in their brain, that 
person has been close and under observation. Since you guys 
are running and they have no way of seeing exactly what you're 
doing, they might not want to risk it.” 

“Why not?” Newt asked. “Why don't they just make us stab 
ourselves in the leg or chain ourselves to a chair until they find 
us?” 

“Like I said, they're not close enough,” Brenda answered. 
“They obviously need you guys. They can't risk you getting hurt 
or dying. I bet they have all kinds of people coming after you. 
Once they get close enough to observe, then they might start 
doing things to mess with your head. And I have a pretty good 
feeling they will — which is why getting to Denver is a must.” 

Thomas's mind had already been made up. “We're going 
and that’s that. And I say we wait a hundred years before we 
have another meeting to talk about stuff.” 
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“Good that,” Minho said. “I’m with you.” 

That was two out of three. Everyone looked at Newt. 

“Tm a Crank,” the older boy said. “Doesn’t matter what I 
bloody think.” 

“We can get you into the city,” Brenda said, ignoring him. 
“At least long enough to have Hans work on your head. We'll 
just be really careful to keep you away fr—” 

Newt stood up in a blur of speed and punched the wall 
behind his chair. “First of all, it doesn't matter if I have the 
thing in my brain — I'm gonna be past the buggin’ Gone before 
too long anyway. And I don't wanna die knowing I ran around 
a city of healthy people and infected them.” 

Thomas remembered the envelope in his pocket, a thing 
he'd almost forgotten about until now. His fingers twitched to 
pull it out and read it. 

No one said anything. 

Newt's expression darkened. “Well, don't hurt yourselves 
tryin’ to talk me into it,” he finally growled. “We all know 
WICKED’s fancy cure is never gonna work, and I wouldn't 
want it to. Not much to live for on this piece-of-klunk planet. 
Tl stay on the Berg while you guys go into the city.” He turned 
and stomped away, disappearing around the corner to the 
common area. 

“That went well,” Minho muttered. “Guess the Gathering 
is over.” 

He got up and followed his friend. 

Brenda frowned, then focused on Thomas. “You're — we're — 
doing the right thing.” 

“T don’t think there is a right or wrong any more,” Thomas 
said, hearing the numbness in his own voice. He desperately 
wanted sleep. “Only horrible and not-quite-so-horrible.” 

He got up to join the other two Gladers, fingering the note 
in his pocket. What could it possibly say? he wondered as he 
walked out. And how would he ever know when the right time 
to open it had come? ka 
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CHAPTER 23 


homas hadn't had much timesto think about what the 
T outside of WICKED’s control would be like. But 

now that they were actually going to face it, his nerves lit 
up with anticipation and butterflies filled his stomach. He was 
about to enter uncharted territory. 

“You guys ready for this?” Brenda asked. They stood outside 
the Berg, at the foot of the cargo door ramp, just a hundred feet 
or so in front of a cement wall with big iron doors. 

Jorge let out a snort. “I forgot what an inviting place they 
have here.” 

“You sure you know what you're doing?” Thomas asked him. 

“Just keep your mouth shut, hermano, and leave things to 
me. We're using our real first names with fake last names. All 
they'll really care about in the end is that we're immune — 
they'll love putting us on record. We won't have more than a 
day or two before they hunt us down to do something for the 
government, Were valuable. And I can't stress it enough — 
Thomas, you need to keep that yapper of yours closed.” 
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“You too, Minho,” Brenda added. “Got it? Jorge created 
fake documents for all of us, and he lies like a master thief.” 

“No kidding,” Minho muttered. 

Jorge and Brenda headed towards the doors with Minho 
close behind. Thomas hesitated. He looked up at the wall — it 
reminded him of the Maze, and a quick flash of the horrible 
memories of that place went through his mind, particularly the 
night when he'd tied Alby in the thick ivy and hidden from the 
Grievers. He was thankful that these walls were bare. 

The walk to the exit seemed to take for ever, the huge wall 
and doors growing taller and taller as the group approached 
them. When they finally made it to the foot of the immense 
doors, an electronic buzz sounded from somewhere, followed 
by a female voice. 

“State your names and your business.” 

Jorge answered very loudly. “I'm Jorge Gallaraga, and these 
are my associates, Brenda Despain, Thomas Murphy and 
Minho Park. We're here for some information gathering and 
field testing. I’m a certified Berg pilot. I have all the necessary 
paperwork with me, but you can check it out.” He pulled a few 
data cards from his back pocket and held them up to a camera 
in the wall. 

“Hold, please,” the voice directed. Thomas was sweating — 
he was sure the lady would sound an alarm any second now. 
Guards would come rushing out. They'd send him back to 
WICKED, to the white room, or worse. 

He waited, mind racing, for what felt like several minutes 
before a series of clicks rattled the air, followed by a loud 
thunk. Then one of the iron doors swung outward, its hinges 
squealing. Thomas peered through the widening crack and 
was relieved to see that the narrow alley on the other side was 
empty. At the end stood another huge wall with another set of 
doors. Those doors looked more modern, though, and several 
screens and panels were seg into the cement to their right. 

“Come on,” Jorge said. He walked through the open door 
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as if he did it every day. Thomas, Minho and Brenda followed 
Jorge down the alley to the outer wall, where he stopped. The 
screens and panels Thomas had seen from the other side were 
complex up close. Jorge pressed a button on the largest and 
began to enter their fake names and identification numbers. He 
typed in a few other pieces of information, then fed their data 
cards into a large slot. 

The group waited quietly as a few minutes passed, Thomas's 
anxiety growing with every second. He tried not to show it, but 
he suddenly felt like this had been a huge mistake. They 
should've gone somewhere else less secure, or tried to break in 
to the city somehow. These people were going to see right 
through them. Maybe WICKED had already sent out calls to 
be on the lookout for fugitives. 

Slim it, Thomas, he told himself, and for half a second he 
worried he'd said it out loud. 

The lady’s voice came back. “Papers are in order. Please 
move to the viral testing station.” +% 

Jorge stepped to the right and a panel on the wall opened. 
Thomas watched as a mechanical arm came out of it. It was 
a strange device with what looked like eye sockets. Jorge 
leaned forward and pressed his face to the machine. As soon 
as his eyes were lined up to the sockets a small wire snaked 
out and pricked his neck. There were several hisses and clicks; 
then the wire retracted back into the device and Jorge stepped 
away. 

The entire panel rotated back into the wall and the device 
Jorge had used disappeared, replaced by a new one that looked 
just like it. 

“Next,” the lady announced. 

Brenda exchanged an uneasy glance with Thomas, then 
stepped up to the machine and leaned into it. The wire pricked 
her neck, the device hissed and clicked and it was over. She 
moved away, taking a very noticeable breath of relief. 

“Ies been a long time since I've used one of those,” she 
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whispered to Thomas. “They make me nervous, like I'm 
suddenly not gonna be immune any more.” 

Once again the lady said,“Next.” 

Minho went through the procedure. Finally it was Thomas's 
turn. 

He walked over to the testing panel as it rotated again, and 
as soon as the new apparatus appeared and locked into place, 
he leaned forward and placed his eyes where they were sup- 
posed to go. He braced himself for the pain of the wire, but he 
hardly noticed the prick on his neck before it was gone. All he 
saw inside the machine were a few flashes of light and colour. 
He felt a puff of air that made him squeeze his eyes shut; when 
he opened them again everything was dark. 

After a few seconds, he stepped back and waited for what- 
ever was supposed to happen next. 

The lady finally spoke again. “You've all been cleared of 
VCT and confirmed immune. You do realise that the opportu- 
nities for your kind are vast here in Denver. But don’t advertise 
it too much out on the streets. Everyone here is healthy and 
virus-free, but there are many who still don’t take kindly to 
Immunes.” 

“We're here for a few simple tasks and then we'll be heading 
out again. Probably in a week or so,” Jorge said. “Hopefully we 
can keep our little secret a . . . secret.” 

“What's VCT?” Thomas whispered to Minho. 

“You think I know?” 

“Viral Contagion Threat,” Brenda answered before Thomas 
could ask her. “But keep it down. Anyone who doesn't know 
that will seem suspicious here.” 

Thomas opened his mouth to say something but was 
startled by a loud beep as the doors began to slide open. 
Another hallway was revealed, its walls made of metal. There 
was another set of closed doors at the end of it. Thomas 
wondered just how long this would go on. 

“Enter the detector oné at a time, please,” the woman 
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directed. Her voice seemed to follow them to this third hallway. 
“Mr. Gallaraga first.” 

Jorge entered the small space and the doors slid shut behind 
him. 

“What's the detector?” Thomas asked. 

“Tr detects stuff,” Brenda replied curtly. 

Thomas wrinkled his face at her. Faster than he expected, an 
alarm buzzed again and the doors opened. Jorge was no longer 
there. 

“Ms. Despain is next,” their now-bored-sounding announcer 
said. 

Brenda nodded at Thomas and entered the detector. A 
minute or so later and it was Minho’s turn. 

Minho looked at Thomas, a serious expression on his face. 
“IFI don't see you on the other side,” he said in a sappy voice, 
“remember that I love you.” Snickering at Thomas’ eye roll, he 
went through the doors and they closed. 

Soon the lady called for Thomas to enter. 

He stepped inside and the doors closed behind him. A rush 
of air hit him as several low beeps sounded; then the doors in 
front of him slid open and there were people everywhere. His 
heartbeat picked up, but he spotted his waiting friends and 
relaxed. He was struck by all the activity around him as he 
joined them. A bustling crowd of men and women — many of 
whom clutched rags to their mouths — filled a huge atrium 
topped with a glass ceiling far above, letting in loads of sun- 
shine. Through one corner he could see the tops of several 
skyscrapers — though these looked nothing like the ones they'd 
come across in the Scorch. They were brilliant in the sunlight. 
Thomas was so stunned by everything there was to look at, he 
almost forgot how nervous he'd been only a moment before. 

“Wasn't so bad, was it, muchacho?” Jorge asked. 

“I kinda liked it,” Minho said. 

Thomas was utterly wowed; he couldn't stop craning his 
neck to take in the large building they'd entered. “What is 
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this place?” he finally got out. “Who are all these people?” He 
looked to his three partners, waiting for an answer — Jorge and 
Brenda looked embarrassed to be with him. But Brenda's 
expression changed abruptly, melting into something like 
sadness. 

“I keep forgetting that you've lost your memories,” she 
murmured, then opened her arms to gesture around herself. 
“Ies called a mall — basically it runs along the entire wall 
surrounding the city. It’s mainly shops and businesses.” 

“Tve just never seen so many . . .” His voice trailed off. A 
man in a dark blue jacket was approaching them, his gaze set 
on Thomas. And he didn't look very happy. 

“Hey,” Thomas whispered, nodding towards the stranger. 

The man reached them before anyone could respond. He 
gave the group a curt nod and announced, “We know some 
people escaped from WICKED. And judging by the Berg you 
came in on, I’m guessing you're a part of that group. I highly 
recommend you accept the advice I'm about to give you. You 
have nothing to be afraid of — we're only asking for help and 
you'll be protected when you arrive.” 

He handed Thomas a slip of paper, spun on his heel and 
walked off without another word. 

“What in the world was that all about?” Minho asked. 
“What does it say?” 

Thomas looked down and read it. “It says, ‘You need to 
come meet me immediately — I’m with a group called the Right 
Arm, Corner of Kenwood and Brookshire, Apartment 2792.” 

A lump formed in Thomas's throat when he saw the signa- 
ture at the bottom of the slip of paper. He looked up at Minho, 
sure his face had gone pale. “It’s from Gally.” 
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CHAPTER 24 


Į: turned out that Thomas didn't Héed to do any explaining. 
Brenda and Jorge had started working for WICKED in 
plenty of time to know who Gally was, how he'd been an 
outcast of sorts in the Glade, how he and Thomas had become 
bitter rivals because of Gally’s memories ftom the Changing. 
But all Thomas could think of was the angry boy throwing the 
knife that killed Chuck, that made the boy bleed to death on 
the ground as Thomas held him. 

Then he had lost it— had beaten Gally until he thought he'd 
killed him. A surprising amount of relief filled him when he 
realised that maybe he hadn't — if this note was really from 
Gally. As much as he'd hated the guy, Thomas didn't want to be 
a murderer. 

“It can't possibly be him,” Brenda said. 

“Why not?” Thomas asked; the relief began to wash away. 
“What happened to him after we were taken away? Did he...” 

“Die? No. He spent a week or so in the infirmary, recover- 
ing from a broken cheekbone. But that was nothing compared 
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to the psychological damage. They used him to kill Chuck 
because the Psychs thought the patterns would be valuable. It 
was all planned. They forced Chuck to move in front of you.” 

Any anger Thomas had felt towards Gally shifted to 
WICKED, feeding his ever-growing hatred for the organisa- 
tion, The guy had been a complete slinthead, but if what 
Brenda said was true, he was only WICKED’s instrument. It 
made Thomas even angrier at them to hear that it wasn't a 
mistake that Chuck had been killed instead of him. 

Brenda continued. “I heard that one of the Psychs designed 
the interaction to be a Variable not just for you and the Gladers 
who witnessed it, but . . . but also for Chuck during his last few 
moments.” 

For one short but frightening instant, Thomas thought rage 
would overcome him — that he'd grab some random stranger 
from the crowd and beat the klunk out of him like he'd beaten 
Gally. 

He sucked in a breath and ran a shaking hand through his 
hair. “Nothing surprises me any more,” he forced out through 
clenched teeth. 

“Gally’s mind couldn't handle what he'd done,” Brenda said. 
“He went completely nuts and they had to send him away. I’m 
sure they figured no one would ever believe his story.” 

“So why do you think this can't be him?” Thomas asked. 
“Maybe he got better, found his way here.” 

Brenda shook her head. “Look, anything's possible. But I 
saw the guy — it was like he had the Flare. He was trying to eat 
chairs and spitting and yelling and ripping his own hair out.” 

“I saw him, too,” Jorge added. “He got past the guards one 
day. He ran through the halls naked, screaming at the top of his 
lungs about beetles in his veins.” 

Thomas tried to clear his mind. “I wonder what he means 
by the Right Arm.” 

Jorge answered. “Theré are rumours about them all over the 
place. It’s supposed to be an underground group bent on taking 
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down WICKED.” 

“Even more reason to do what the note says,” Thomas said. 

Brenda's face showed doubt. “I really think we should find 
Hans before anything else.” 

Thomas held up the piece of paper and shook it. “We're 
going to see Gally. We need someone who knows the city.” 
More than that, though, his gut told him that it was where they 
should start. 

“Whar if this is some kind of trap?” 

“Yeah,” Minho said. “Maybe we should think about this.” 

“No.” Thomas shook his head. “We can't try to outguess 
them any more. Sometimes they do things just to make me do 
the opposite of what they think I think they think I want to do.” 

“Huh?” the three of them asked at the same time, confusion 
transforming their faces. 

“From now on I do what feels right,” Thomas explained. 
“And something tells me we need to go to this place and see 
Gally — ar least to find out if it’s really him. He's a connection 
to the Glade, and he has every reason in the world to be on our 
side.” 

The others stared at him with blank faces, as if they were 
trying to come up with further arguments. 

“Good that,” Thomas said. “TIl take all those looks as yeses. 
Tm glad to see you all agree with me. Now, how're we gonna 
get there?” 

Brenda let out an exaggerated sigh. “Ever heard of a cab?” 

After a quick meal in the mall, they caught a cab to drive 
them into the city, When Jorge handed the driver a card to pay 
with, Thomas worried again about WICKED tracking them. 
As soon as they got settled in their seats, he asked Jorge about 
it in a whisper so the driver couldn't hear. 

Jorge only gave him a troubled look. 

“You're worried because Gally knew we were coming, 
right?” Thomas guessed. 

Jorge nodded. “A little. But the way that man introduced 
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himself, I’m just hoping that word of an escape leaked out and 
this Right Arm group's been looking for us since. I’ve heard 
they're based here.” 

“Or maybe it has something to do with Teresas group 
coming here first,” Brenda offered. 

Thomas didn't feel very comforted. “You sure you know 
what you're doing?” he asked Jorge. 

“We'll be fine, muchacho. Now that we're here, WICKED 
will have a hell of a time catching up to us. It’s easier than you 
think to blend in, in a city, Just relax.” 

Thomas didn’t know if there was much chance of that, but 
he did lean back in his seat to look out of the window. 

The ride through Denver completely took his breath away. 
He remembered the hovering vehicles from his childhood — 
unmanned, weaponised police vehicles everyone had called cop 
machines. But so much was like nothing he'd ever seen before 
— the huge skyscrapers, the brilliant displays of holographic 
advertising, the countless people — he really had a hard time 
believing it was real. Some small part of him wondered if his 
optic nerves were being manipulated by WICKED somehow, if 
it was all yet another simulation. He wondered if he'd lived in 
a city like this before, and if he had, how he could possibly have 
forgotten the splendour of it all. 

As they drove through the crowded streets, it occurred to 
him that maybe the world wasn't so bad off after all. Here was 
an entire community, thousands of people going about their 
everyday lives, But the drive continued, and gradually details he 
hadn't noticed began to come into focus. And the longer they 
drove, the more unsettled Thomas grew. Almost everyone he 
saw looked uneasy. They all seemed to be avoiding each other 
— and not just to be polite. They seemed to take obvious 
measures to stay clear of anyone else. Just like back at the mall, 
many of them wore masks or held rags that covered their 
mouth and nose as they Walked. 

Posters and signs littered the walls of the buildings, most 
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torn or obscured with spray paint. Some warned of the Flare 
and spelled out precautions; others talked about the dangers of 
leaving the cities, or what to do if you came across an infected 
person. A few had terrifying pictures of Cranks way past 
the Gone. Thomas spotted one poster with a close-up of a 
tight-faced woman with her hair pulled back, with the slogan 
CHANCELLOR PAIGE LOVES YOU across the bottom. 

* Chancellor Paige. Thomas immediately recognised the 
name. She was the one Brenda had said they could trust — the 
only one. He turned to ask Brenda about it, but paused. Some- 
thing told him to wait until they were alone. As they drove, he 
noticed posters showing her likeness, but most of them were 
covered with graffiti. It was hard to tell what the woman really 
looked like beneath the devil horns and silly moustaches. 

Some type of security force patrolled every street in great 
numbers — there were hundreds of them, all wearing red shirts 
and gas masks, a weapon in one hand and in the other a smaller 
version of the viral testing device Thomas and his friends had 
looked into before entering the city. The farther they got from 
the outside barrier wall, the dirtier the streets became. Trash 
was everywhere, windows were broken and graffiti decorated 
almost every wall. And despite the sun glinting off windows 
high above, a darkness had settled over the place. 

The cab turned in to an alley, and Thomas was surprised to 
see that it was deserted. The cab pulled up and stopped at a 
cement building that rose at léast twenty storeys high, and the 
driver popped Jorge’s card out of the slot and handed it back to 
him, which Thomas took as his sign to exit the car. 

Once they were all out and the cab had driven away, Jorge 
pointed to the closest staircase. “Number 2792 is right there, 
on the second floor.” 

Minho whistled, then said, “Looks real homey.” 

Thomas agreed. The place was far from inviting, and the drab 
grey bricks covered in graffiti made him nervous. He didn’t want 
to walk up those steps and find out who was waiting inside. 
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Brenda gave him a push from behind. “Your idea, you lead.” 

He swallowed hard but didn’t say anything, just walked over 
to the stairs and slowly climbed them, the other three falling in 
behind, The cracked and warped wooden door of apartment 
2792 looked like it had been put there a thousand years ago, 
only a few scant remnants of faded green paint remaining. 

“This is crazy,” Jorge whispered. “This is completely crazy.” 

Minho snorted. “Thomas kicked the klunk out of him 
once, he can do it again.” 

“Unless he comes out with guns blazing,” Jorge countered. 

“Would you guys shut up?” Thomas said — his nerves were 
shot. Without another word he reached out and knocked on 
the door. A few agonising seconds later it opened. 

Thomas could tell immediately that the black-haired kid 
who answered was Gally from the Glade. No doubt about it. 
But his face was badly scarred, covered in raised lines like thin 
white slugs. His right eye looked permanently swollen, and his 
nose, which had been big and slightly deformed before the 
Chuck incident, was markedly crooked. 

“Glad you came,” Gally said in his raspy voice. “Because the 
end of the world is upon us.” 
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CHAPTER 25 


ally stepped back and opened the door wider. “Come in.” 

Thomas felt a rush of guilt at seeing what he'd done to 

Gally: He had no idea how to act or what to say. He just 
nodded and forced himself to enter the apartment. 

Teee adari Hut tido rod withing furmini and it 
smelled like bacon. A yellow blanket had been hung over the 
large window, giving the place an eerie glow. 

“Have a seat,” Gally said, 

All Thomas could think of was finding out how the Right 
Arm had known he was in Denver and what they wanted, but 
instinct told him he had to play by their rules before he could 
get answers. They sat down on the bare floor, he and his friends 
in line with Gally facing them like a judge. Gally’s face looked 
awful in the dim light, and his swollen right eye was bloodshot. 

“You know Minho,” Thomas said awkwardly. Minho and 
Gally gave each other a curt nod. “This is Brenda and Jorge. 
They're from WICKED but—” 

“I know who they are,” Gally interrupted. He didn’t sound 
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mad, just kind of numb. “Those shucks at WICKED gave me 
my past back. Without asking, I might add.” His gaze focused 
on Minho. “Hey, you were real nice to me in our last Gathering. 
Thanks for that.” The sarcasm was thick. 

Thomas shrank at the memory — Minho throwing Gally to 
the floor, threatening him. He'd forgotten about it. 

“Td had a bad day,” Minho responded, his expression 
making it impossible to tell if he was serious or even the tiniest 
bit sorry. 

“Yeah, well,” Gally said. “Let bygones be bygones, right?” 
His snicker made it clear he meant anything but. 

Minho might not have had regrets, but Thomas did. “I'm 
sorry about what I did, Gally.” He held the other boy's gaze 
with his own as he said it. He wanted Gally-to believe him, to 
know that he understood that WICKED was their shared enemy. 

“You're sorry? I killed Chuck. He’s dead. Because of me.” 

Hearing him say that brought Thomas no relief, only 
sadness. 

“Te wasn't your fault,” Brenda said, her tone soothing. 

“That's a bunch of klunk,” Gally said stiffly. “If I had any 
kind of guts I could've stopped them from controlling me. But 
1 let them do it to me ‘cause I thought I'd be killing Thomas, 
not Chuck. Not in a million years would I have let myself 
murder that poor kid.” 

“How generous of you,” Minho said. 

“So you wanted me dead?” Thomas asked, surprised at the 
boy’s honesty. 

Gally scoffed, “Don't get all whiny on me. I hated you more 
than I'd ever hated anybody in my life. But what happened in 
the past doesn’t matter one lick any more. We need to talk 
about the future. About the end of the world.” 

“Wait a second there, muchacho,” Jorge said. “First off, 
you're going to tell us every little thing that’s happened since 
you got shipped out of WICKED till you ended up sitting 
right where you're sitting,” 
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“I wanna know how you knew we were coming,” Minho 
added. “And when. And who was that weird dude who deliv- 
ered the message to us?” 

Gally snickered again, which actually made his face look 
even scarier. “I guess being with WICKED doesn't exactly fill 
someone with trust, now, does it.” Š 

“They're right,” Thomas said. “You've got to tell us what's 
going on. Especially if you want our help.” 

“Your help?” Gally asked. “I don’t know if I'd put it that way. 
But I'm sure we have the same goals.” 

“Listen,” Thomas said. “We need a reason to trust you. Just 
talk.” 

After a long pause, Gally began. “The guy who gave you the 
note is named Richard. He's a member of a group called the 
Right Arm. They have people in every city and town left on this 
crappy planet. Their whole mission is to bring down our old 
friends — to use WICKED’s money and influence for things 
that actually matter — but they don’t have the resources to 
disrupt an organisation so huge and powerful. They want to 
act, but they're still missing some information.” 

“We've heard of them,” Brenda’said. “But howd you get 
involved?” 

“They have a couple of spies in the main complex at 
WICKED, and they got to me, explained how if I faked going 
crazy, I'd be sent away. I would’ve done anything to get out of 
that place. Anyway, the Right Arm wanted an insider who 
knew about how the building functions, the security systems, 
that kind of klunk. So they attacked my escort car and took me. 
Brought me here. As for how I knew you were coming, we got 
an anonymous message over the Netblock. I assumed you guys 
sent it.” 

Thomas looked to Brenda for an explanation, but all he got 
from her was a shrug. 

“So it wasn't you,” Gally said. “Then maybe it was someone 
at headquarters sending out an alert, trying to set up bounty 


<m 


hunters or whatever. Point is, once we knew about it, from 
there it was just a matter of hacking into the airport system to 
see where a Berg had shown up.” 

“And you brought us here to talk about taking down 
WICKED?” Thomas asked. Even the remote possibility of such 
a thing filled him with hope. 

Gally nodded slowly and deliberately before he spoke. “You 
make it sound so easy. But yeah, that’s about the gist of it. 
We've got two big problems on our hands, though.” 

Brenda was clearly impatient. “What? Just let it out.” 

“Slim it, girl.” 

“What problems?” Thomas pushed. 

Gally shot Brenda a glare, then looked back at Thomas. 
“First of all, word is that the Flare is running rampant through 
this whole shuck city and that all kinds of corruption is going 
on to hide it because the ones who are sick are government 
bigwigs. They're hiding the virus with the Bliss — it slows down 
the Flare so people who have it can blend in with everyone else, 
but the virus keeps spreading. My guess is it’s the same all over 
the world. There’s just no way to keep that beast out.” 

Thomas felt a fear in his gut. The idea of a world over- 
whelmed by hordes of Cranks was terrifying. He couldn't 
imagine how truly awful things could get — being immune 
wouldn't amount to much when that happened. 

“What's the other problem?” Minho asked. “As if that one 
wasn't bad enough.” 

“People like us.” 

“People like us?” Brenda repeated, a confused look on her 
face. “You mean Immunes?” 

“Yeah.” Gally leaned forward. “They're disappearing. Being 
kidnapped or running away, vanishing into thin air — no one 
knows. A little birdie told me that they're being gathered and 
sold to WICKED so they can continue the Trials. Start all over 
if they have to. Whether that's true or not, the population of 
immune people in this city and others has been halved in the 
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last six months, and most of them are disappearing without a 
-trace. It’s causing a lot of headaches. The city needs them more 
than people even realise.” 

Thomas’ anxiety went up a notch. “Don’t most people hate 
the Munies — isn’t that what they call us? Maybe they're being 
killed or something.” He hated the other possibility that was 
occurring to him: that WICKED might be kidnapping them 
and putting them through exactly what he'd been through. 

“I doubt that,” Gally said. “My little birdie is a reliable 
source; and this reeks of WICKED to the core. These problems 
make a bad combination. The Flare is all over the city even 
though the government claims it’s not. And the Immunes are 
disappearing. Whatever's happening, there isn’t gonna be 
anyone left in Denver. Who knows about other cities.” 

“So what does this have to do with us?” Jorge asked. 

Gally looked surprised. “What, you don't care that civilisa- 
tion is about to come to an end? The cities are crumbling. 
Pretty soon it’s just going to be a world of psychos who want to 
eat you for supper.” 

“Of course we care.” Thomas answered. “But what do you 
want us to do about it?” 

“Hey, all I know is that WICKED has one directive — to 
find a cure. And it’s pretty obvious that’s never gonna happen. 
If we had their money, their resources, we could use it to really 
help. To protect the healthy. I thought you'd want that.” 

Thomas did, of course. Desperately. 

Gally shrugged when no one responded. “We don't have 
much to lose. We might as well try something.” 

“Gally,” Thomas said, “do you know anything about Teresa 
and a bunch of other people who also escaped today?” 

Gally nodded. “Yeah, we found them, too — gave them the 
same message I'm giving you. Who did you think my little 
birdie was?” 

“Teresa,” Thomas whispered. A flash of hope sparked 
within him — she must have remembered all that stuff about 
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WICKED when they'd removed the Swipe. Could the opera- 
tion have made her change her tune? Was her insistence that 
“WICKED is good” finally a thing of the past? 

“That's right. She said she couldn't agree with them starting 
the cycle all over again. Said something about hoping to find 
you, too. But there’s one more thing.” 

Thomas groaned. “That doesn’t sound so good.” 

Gally shrugged. “Never does these days. One of our people 
out looking for your group came across a strange rumour. Said 
it was somehow related to all these people escaping from the 
WICKED headquarters. I’m not sure if they could track you or 
not, but it looks like they probably could’ve guessed you'd come 
to Denver anyway.” 

“Why?” Thomas asked. “What's the rumour?” 

“There's a huge bounty out for a guy named Hans who used 
to work there, lives here now. WICKED thinks you came here 
for him, and they want him dead.” 
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CHAPTER 26 


renda stood up. “We're leaving. Now. Come on.” 
B Jorge and Minho got to their feet, and as Thomas 
joined them, he knew Brenda had been right earlier. 
Finding Hans had to be priority one now. He had to get the 
tracking device out of his head and, if they were after Hans, 
they had to get to him first. “Gally, do you swear everything 
you told us is true?” 

“Every bit.” The Glader hadn't moved from his position on 
the floor. “The Right Arm wants to take action. They're plan- 
ning something even as we speak. They need information 
about WICKED, though, and who better to help us than you? 
If we can get Teresa and the others, too, that'd be even better. 
We need every warm body we can get.” 

Thomas decided to trust Gally. Maybe they'd never liked 
each other, but they had the same enemy, which put them on 
the same team. “What do we do if we want in?” he finally 
asked. “Do we come back here? Go somewhere else?” 

Gally smiled. “Come back here. Any time before nine or so 
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in the morning, for another week. I should be around. I don't 
think we'll make any moves before then.” 

“Moves?” Thomas was itching with curiosity. 

“Tve told you enough. You want more, you come back. I'll 
be here,” 

Thomas nodded, then held out a hand. Gally shook it. 

“I don't blame you for anything,” Thomas said. “You saw 
what I'd done for WICKED when you went through the 
Changing. I wouldn't have trusted me, either. And I know you 
didn’t want to kill Chuck. Just don't plan on hugs every time I 
see you.” 

“The feeling’s mutual.” 

Brenda was already at the door waiting for him when he 
turned to go. Before Thomas left, though, Gally squeezed his 
elbow. “Time's running out. But we can do something.” 

“We'll be back,” Thomas said, then followed his friends. 
Fear of the unknown no longer controlled him. Hope had 
found its way in and taken hold. 

They didn’t find Hans until the next day. 

Jorge got them into a cheap motel after they'd purchased 
some clothes and food, and Thomas and Minho used the 
room’s computer to search the Netblock while Jorge and 
Brenda made dozens of calls to people Thomas had never heard 
of. After hours of work, they finally found an address through 
someone Jorge called “a friend of a friend of an enemy's 
enemy”. By that time it was late and they all crashed for the 
night; Thomas and Minho were stuck sleeping on the floor 
while the other two got the twin beds. 

The next morning they showered, ate, and put on their new 
clothes. Then they got a cab and went straight to the place 
they'd been told Hans lived — an apartment building in only 
slightly better shape than Gally’s. They climbed to the fourth 
floor and knocked on a grey metal door. The lady who 
answered kept saying she'd never heard of any Hans, but Jorge 
kept pushing. Then a grey-haired man with a wide jaw peeked 


t926 - 


over the woman's shoulder. 

“Let them in,” he said in a gravelly voice. 

A minute or so later, Thomas and his three friends were 
sitting around a rickety table in the kitchen, all their focus on 
the gruffly distant man named Hans. > 

“It’s good to see you're okay, Brenda,” he said. “You, too, 
Jorge. But I’m not in the mood to catch up. Why don't you just 
tell me what you want.” 

“I think you know the main reason we're here,” Brenda 
replied, then nodded towards Thomas and Minho. “But we also 
just heard that WICKED has put a bounty on your head. We 
need to hurry and do this, and then you need to get out of here.” 

Hans seemed to shrug off that last part, looking at his two 
potential customers. “You've still got the implants, do ya?” 

Thomas nodded, nervous but determined to get this over 
with, “I only want the controlling device out. I don’t want my 
memories back. And I want to know how this operation works 
first.” 

Hans wrinkled his face in disgust. “What kind of nonsense 
is this? Who's this weak-kneed coward you brought to my 
place, Brenda?” 

“Tm not a coward,” Thomas said before she could respond. 
“Tve just had too many people in my head.” 

Hans threw up his hands, then slapped the table. “Who said 
Td do anything to your head? Who said I liked you enough for 
that?” 

“Are there any nice people in Denver?” Minho muttered. 

“You folks are about three seconds from being thrown out 
of my apartment.” 

“Everyone just shut up for a second!” Brenda shouted. She 
leaned towards Hans and spoke in a quieter voice. “Listen, this 
is important. Thomas is important, and WICKED will do just 
about anything to get their hands on him. We can't risk them 
getting close enough to start controlling him or Minho.” 

Hans glared at Thomas, scrutinised him like a scientist 
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examining a specimen. “Doesn't look important to me.” He 
shook his head and stood up. “Give me five minutes to prep,” 
he said, then disappeared through a side door without further 
explanation. Thomas could only wonder if the man recognised 
him. If he knew what Thomas had done for WICKED before 
the Maze. 

Brenda sat back in her chair and let out a sigh. “That wasn't 
so bad.” 

Yeah, Thomas thought, the bad parts coming up. He was 
relieved that Hans was going to help them, but as he looked 
around he got more and more nervous. He was about to let a 
stranger mess with his brain in a dirty old apartment. 

Minho snickered. “You look scared, Tommy.” 

“Don’t forget, muchacho,” Jorge said. “You're doing this, 
too. That grey-haired grandpa said five minutes, so get ready.” 

“The sooner, the better,” Minho replied. 

Thomas rested his elbows on the table, his head — which 
had begun to throb — in his hands. 

“Thomas?” Brenda whispered. “You okay?” 

He looked up. “I just need to—” 

The words caught in his throat as a sharp pain sliced down 
his spine, But just as quickly as it had come, it was gone. He sat 
up in the chair, startled; then a spasm sent his arms out straight 
and his legs kicked, twisting his body so that he slid off the 
chair and collapsed to the floor, shaking. He yelled when his 
back slammed into the hard tile, and struggled to get control of 
his jerking limbs. But he couldn't. His feet slapped the floor; his 
shins banged against the legs of the table. 

“Thomas!” Brenda yelled. “What's wrong?” 

Despite his loss of bodily control, Thomas's mind was clear. 
He could see out of the corner of his eye that Minho was next 
to him on the ground trying to calm him and Jorge was frozen 
in place, eyes wide. 

Thomas tried to speak, but only drool came out of his 
mouth. 
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“Can you hear me?” Brenda yelled, bending over him. 
“Thomas, what's wrong!” 

Then his limbs abruptly stilled, legs straightening and 
coming to a rest, his arms falling limp at his sides. He couldn't 
make them move. He strained with the effort, but nothing 
happened. He tried to speak again, but no words formed. 

Brenda's expression changed to something close to horror. 
“Thomas?” 

He didn’t know how, but his body started moving even 
though he wasn't telling it to, His arms and legs shifted, he was 
getting to his feet. It was as if hed become a puppet. He tried 
to scream but couldn't. 

“You okay?” Minho asked. 

Panic clenched inside Thomas as he kept doing things 
against his will. His head twitched, then turned towards the 
door through which their host had disappeared. Words started 
spilling from his mouth, but he had no idea where they came 
from. 

“I cant... let you. . . do this.” 
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CHAPTER 27 


homas fought desperately against it, straining to get 
Te of his muscles. But something foreign had taken 
over his body. 

“Thomas, they've got you!” Brenda yelled. “Fight it!” 

He watched helplessly as his own hand pushed her face 
away, sent her tumbling to the floor. 

Jorge moved to protect her but Thomas reached out and 
punched him in the chin with a quick jab. Jorge’s head snapped 
back; a little spray of blood shot from his lip. 

Again the words were forced from Thomas's mouth. “I can't 
. «let you . . . do this!” By that time he was screaming, the 
effort hurting his throat. It was like his brain had been pro- 
grammed with that one sentence and he couldn't say anything 
else. 

Brenda had got back to her feet. Minho stood dazed, his 
face a mask of confusion. Jorge was wiping the blood off his 
chin, his eyes lit with anger. 

And a memory bubbled up in Thomas. Something about a 
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fail-safe programmed into his implant to prevent it from being 
removed. He wanted to shout at his friends, tell them to sedate 
him. But he couldn't. He started moving towards the door in 
lurching steps, shoving Minho out of the way. As he half stum- 
bled past the kitchen counter, his hand reached out and 
grabbed a knife sitting by the sink. He gripped the handle, and 
the harder he tried to drop it, the more tightly his fingers 
clenched. 

“Thomas!” Minho shouted, finally breaking out of his 
stupor. “Fight it, man! Get those shuck people out of your 
head!” 

Thomas turned to face him, held the knife up. He hated 
himself for being so weak, for not being able to master his own 
body. Once again he tried to speak — but nothing. All his body 
would do now was whatever it took to prevent his implant 
from being removed. 

“You gonna kill me, slinthead?” Minho asked. “Gonna 
throw that thing just like Gally did to Chuck? Do it, then. 
Throw it.” 

For one second Thomas was terrified that that was exactly 
what he'd do, but instead his body turned back around to face 
the opposite direction. Just as he did, Hans came through the 
doorway, and his eyes widened. Thomas guessed Hans was his 
main target — that the fail-safe would attack whoever was 
attempting to remove his implant. 

“What the hell is this?” Hans asked. 

“T can't. . . let you . . . do this,” Thomas replied. 

“I was worried about this,” Hans murmured. He turned to 
the group. “You guys get over here and help!” 

Thomas pictured the internal workings of the mechanism 
in his brain as minuscule instruments operated by minuscule 
spiders. He fought them, clenched his teeth. But his arm 
started to rise, the knife gripped tightly in his balled fist. 

“I ca—” Before he could finish, someone slammed into him 
from behind, knocking the knife from his hand. He crashed 
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to the floor and twisted to see Minho. 

“Tm not letting you kill anybody,” his friend said. 

“Get off me!” Thomas yelled, not sure if they were his own 
words or WICKED’s. 

But Minho had pinned Thomas's arms to the ground. He 
hovered over him, heaving to catch his breath. “I’m not getting 
up until they let your mind go.” 

Thomas wanted to smile — but his face couldn't follow even 
a simple command. He felt the tension in every single muscle. 

“It won't stop until Hans fixes him,” Brenda said. “Hans?” 

The older man knelt down next to Thomas and Minho. “I 
can't believe I ever worked for those people. For you.” He 
almost spat the word, looking directly at Thomas. 

Thomas watched all this, powerless. His insides boiled with 
the desire to relax — to help Hans do what he needed to do, 
‘Then something ignited inside him, making his midsection 
arch upward. His body bucked and fought to free his arms. 
Minho pressed down, tried to get his legs in position to sit on 
Thomas's back. But whatever was controlling Thomas seemed 
to release adrenalin inside him; his strength overcame Minho’s 
and he threw the boy off. 

Thomas was on his feet in an instant. He grabbed the knife 
off the floor and dived towards Hans, lashing out with the 
blade. The man deflected it with his forearm, a red gash appear- 
ing there as the two of them collided and rolled across the floor, 
struggling against each other. Thomas did everything he could 
to stop himself, but the knife kept slashing as Hans kept 
dodging it. 

“Get him!” Brenda yelled from somewhere close. 

Thomas saw hands appear, felt them grabbing his arms. 
Somebody gripped him by the hair and yanked back. Thomas 
screamed in agony, then slashed blindly with the knife. Relief 
flooded through him — Jorge and Minho were gaining control, 
pulling him off Hans. Thomas crashed onto his back and the 
knife was knocked from his grip; he heard it clatter across 
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the floor as someone kicked it to the far side of the kitchen, 

“I can't let you do this!” Thomas yelled. He hated himself 
even though he knew he had no control. 

“Shut up!” Minho shouted back, now in his face as he and 
Jorge fought against Thomas's attempts to get free. “You're 
crazy, dude! They're making you crazy!” 

Thomas desperately wanted to tell Minho that he was right 
— Thomas didn't really believe what he was saying. 

Minho turned and yelled at Hans. “Let’s get that thing out 
of his head!” 

“No!” Thomas shouted. “No!” He twisted and flailed his 
arms, battled them with ferocious strength. But the four of 
them proved too much, Somehow they ended up with one 
person holding tightly to each of his limbs. They lifted him 
from the floor, carried him out of the kitchen into a short 
hallway and down its length as he kicked and squirmed, 
knocking several framed pictures off the walls. The sound of 
shattering glass followed them. 

Thomas screamed once, then again, over and over. He had 
no more strength to resist the internal forces — his body fought 
against Minho and the others; he said whatever WICKED 
wanted him to. Hed given up. 

“In here!” Hans shouted over him. 

They entered a small, cramped lab with two instrument- 
filled tables and a bed. A crude-looking version of the mask 
they'd seen back at WICKED hung over the empty mattress. 

“Get him on the bed!” Hans yelled. They slammed Thomas 
down onto his back, where he continued to struggle. “Get this 
leg for me — I need to knock him out.” 

Minho, who had been holding the other leg, now grabbed 
both legs and used his body to press them against the bed. 
Thomas's thoughts immediately went back to when he and 
Newt had done this same thing to Alby when he'd woken up 
from the Changing back in the Glade Homestead. 

There was the clatter and clanging of Hans going through 
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a drawer, searching for something; then he was back. 

“Hold him as still as possible!” 

Thomas erupted in one last flurry of effort to get free, 
screaming at the top of his lungs. An arm sprang loose from 
Brenda's grip and he smacked Jorge in the face with his fist. 

“Stop it!” Brenda yelled as she reached for it. 

Thomas arched his torso again. “I can't . . . let you do this!” 
He had never felt such frustration. 

“Hold him still, dammit!” Hans shouted. 

Somehow Brenda got his arm again, leaned against it with 
her upper body. 

Thomas felt a sharp prick in his leg. It was such an odd 
thing to be fighting against something so violently and yet 
wanting it to happen so completely. 

When the darkness started to take him and his body stilled, 
he finally regained control of himself. At the very last second he 
said, “I hate those shucks.” And then he was out. 
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CHAPTER 28 


ost in the dark haze of drugs, Thomas dreamed. 
L He is fifteen years old, sitting on a bed. The room is 
dark except for the amber glow of a lamp on the desk. 
Teresa is there — she has pulled a chair out and is sitting close 
to him. Her face is haunted — a mask of misery. 

“We had to do this,” she says quietly. 

Thomas is there but isn’t there. He doesn’t remember the 
details of what happened, but he knows his insides feel like rot 
and filth. He and Teresa have done something horrible, but his 
dreaming self can’t quite grasp what it was. A ghastly thing that 
is no less repulsive because they were told to do it by the people 
they did it to. 

“We had to do it,” she repeats, 

“I know,” Thomas responds in a voice that sounds as dead 
as dust. 

Two words pop into his head: the Purge. The wall blocking 
him from the memory thins for a moment and a dreadful fact 
looms on the other side. 
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Teresa starts talking again. “They wanted it to end this way, 
Tom. Better to die than spend years going crazier and crazier. 
They're gone now. We had no choice, and no better way to 
make it happen. It’s done and that’s that. We need to get the 
new people trained and keep the Trials going. We've come too 
far to let it fall apart.” 

For a moment Thomas hates her, but it’s fleeting. He knows 
she’s trying to be strong. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
And he doesn't. 

He has never hated himself with such intensity before. 

‘Teresa nods but says nothing. 

The dreaming Thomas tries to invade the mind of his 
younger self, explore the memories in that unfettered space. 
The original Creators, Flare-infected, purged and dead. Count- 
less volunteers to take their place. The two ongoing Maze 
Trials, running strong over a year in, with more results every 
day, The slowly but surely building blueprint. Training for the 
replacements. 

Ir’s all there for the taking. For the remembering. But then 
he changes his mind, turns his back on it all. The past is the 
past. There is only the future now. 

He sinks into a dark oblivion. 

Thomas woke up groggy and with a dull ache behind his 
eyes. The dream still throbbed in his skull like a pulse, though 
its details had grown fuzzy. He knew enough about the Purge, 
about its being the shift from the original Creators to their 
replacements. He and Teresa had had to exterminate the entire 
staff after an outbreak — they'd had no choice, were the only 
ones left who were immune. He swore to never think about it 
again. 

Minho was sitting in a chair nearby, his head lolling as he 
snored in fitful sleep. 

“Minho,” Thomas whispered. “Hey. Minho. Wake up.” 

“Huh?” Minho opened his eyes slowly and coughed. 
“What? What's going on?” 
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“Nothing. I just want to know what happened. Did Hans 
get the thing switched off? Are we fixed?” 

Minho nodded through a big yawn. “Yeah — both of us. At 
least, he said he did. Man, you wigged out big-time. You 
remember all that?” 

“Of course I do.” A wave of embarrassment made his ce 
flush hot. “But it was like I was paralysed or something. I kept 
trying, but I couldn’t stop whatever was controlling me.” 

“Dude, you tried to slice my you-know-whats off” 

Thomas laughed, something he hadn't done in a long time. 
He welcomed it happily. “Too bad I didn't. Could've saved the 
world from future little Minhos.” 

“Just remember you owe me one.” 

“Good that.” He owed them all. 

Brenda, Jorge and Hans walked in, all three of them looking 
serious, and the smile fell from Thomas's face. 

“Gally stop by and give you guys another pep talk?” 
Thomas asked, forcing a lighthearted tone to his voice. “You 
look downright depressed.” 

“When did you get so cheerful, muchacho?” Jorge respon- 
ded. “A few hours ago you were stabbing at us with a knife.” 

Thomas opened his mouth to apologise — to explain — but 
Hans shushed him. He leaned over the bed and flashed a little 
light into both of Thomas's eyes. “Looks like your head’s 
clearing up pretty well. The pain should be gone soon — your 
operation was a little worse because of that fail-safe.” 

Thomas turned his attention to Brenda. “Is it fixed?” 

“Tr worked,” she said. “Judging from the fact that you're not 
trying to kill us any more, it’s deactivated. And . . .” 

“And what?” 

“Well, you shouldn't be able to talk to or hear from Teresa 
or Aris again.” 

Thomas might've felt a pang of sadness at that even the day 
before, but now he felt only relief. “Suits me fine. Any sign of 
trouble yet?” 
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She shook her head. “No, but they can’t take any chances — 
Hans and his wife are going to leave, but he wanted to tell you 
something first.” 

Hans had stepped back to stand by the wall, probably to 

give them a little space. He came forward now, his eyes down- 
cast. “I wish I could go with you and help, but I have a wife, 
and she’s my family. She’s my first concern. I wanted to wish 
you luck. I hope you can do what I don't have the courage to 
ty.” 
Thomas nodded. The change in the man’s attitude was 
marked — maybe the recent incident had reminded him of what 
WICKED was capable of. “Thanks. And if we can stop 
WICKED; we'll come back for you.” 

“We'll see about that,” Hans murmured. “We'll see about a 
lot of things.” 

Hans turned and walked back to his position by the wall. 
Thomas was sure that the man carried around many dark 
memories in his mind. 

“What next?” Brenda asked. 

Thomas knew they didn’t have time to rest. And his mind 
was set on what they needed to do. “We find our other friends, 
convince them to join us. Then we go back to Gally. The only 
thing I’ve accomplished in life is to help set up an experiment 
that failed and tormented a bunch of kids. It’s time to add 
something else to that list. We're going to stop the entire opera- 
tion before they do it to new Immunes all over again.” 

Jorge spoke for the first time in a while. “We? What're you 
saying, hermano?” 

Thomas shifted his gaze to the man, his resolve solidifying. 
“We have to help the Right Arm.” 

No one said anything. 

“Okay,” Minho finally said. “But first let’s get something to 
eat. 
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CHAPTER 29 


hey went to a coffee shop nearby, recommended by Hans 
T: his wife. 

Thomas had never been in such a place before. At least, 
not that he remembered. Customers lined up at the counter, 
getting coffee and pastries, then heading for a table or back out 
of the door. He watched as a nervous older woman kept lifting 
her surgical mask to sip her hot drink. One of those red-shirted 
guards stood at the door, randomly testing people for the Flare 
with his handheld device every couple of minutes or so; an odd 
metal apparatus covered his own mouth and nose. 

Thomas sat with Minho and Brenda at a table in the back 
corner while Jorge went to get food and drinks. Thomas's eyes 
kept coming back to a man, maybe thirty-five or forty years 
old, who sat at a nearby bench in front of a large window onto 
the street. He hadn't touched his coffee since Thomas and his 
friends had arrived, and steam no longer rose from the cup. The 
man just hunched over, elbows on knees, hands loosely clasped, 
staring at a spot on the other side of the shop. 


=139- 


There was something disturbing about the look on his face. 
Blank. His eyes were almost floating in their sockets, and yet 
there was a hint of pleasure there. When Thomas pointed it out 
to Brenda, she whispered that the guy was probably on the Bliss 
and would be jailed if he got caught. It gave Thomas the willies. 
He hoped the man would leave soon. 

Jorge returned with sandwiches and steaming cups of coffee 
and the four of them ate and drank in silence. Thomas knew 
they all realised the urgency of their situation, but he was grate- 
ful to rest and get some strength back. 

They finished up and were getting ready to leave, but 
Brenda remained in her seat. “Would you guys mind waiting 
outside for a few minutes?” she asked. Her look made it 
obvious that she meant Jorge and Minho. 

“Excuse me?” Minho responded, his tone exasperated. 
“More secrets?” 

“No. Nothing like that. I promise. I just need a moment. I 
want to tell Thomas something.” 

Thomas was surprised but curious. He sat back down. “Just 
go,” he said, addressing Minho. “You know I won't keep any- 
thing from you. And she knows it, too.” 

His friend grumbled, but finally went with Jorge, and the 
two of them stood out on the sidewalk near the closest window. 
Minho flashed Thomas a goofy grin and waved, his sarcasm 
making it obvious he wasn't exactly happy. Thomas waved 
back, then focused on Brenda. 

“So? What's this all about?” he asked. 

“I know we need to hurry, so I'll be really quick. We haven't 
had time to be alone, and I just want to make sure you know 
that what happened in the Scorch wasn't an act. I was there on 
a job, I was there to help things play out, but I did grow close 
to you and it did change me. And there are a few things I think 
you deserve to know. About me, about Chancellor Paige, 
about—” 

Thomas held his hand up to cut her off. “Please just stop.” 
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She pulled back, a look of surprise on her face. “What? 
Why?” 

“I don’t want to know anything. Not one more thing. All I 
care about is what we're going to do from here out, not stuff 
about my past or yours or WICKED’. Nothing. And we need 
to move.” 

“But—” 

“No, Brenda. I mean it. We're here and we have a goal and 
that’s all we need to focus on. No more talking.” 

She held his gaze without saying anything, then looked 
down at her hands resting on the table. “Then all I'll say is I 
know you're doing the right thing, going in the right direction. 
And I'll keep helping as best I can.” 

Thomas hoped he hadn't hurt her feelings, but he meant 
what he'd said. It was time to let go, even though she was obvi- 
ously itching to tell him something. As he searched for a 
response, his eyes wandered back to the odd man on the bench. 
He'd pulled something Thomas couldn't see out of his pocket 
and was pressing it against the crook of his right elbow. He 
closed his eyes in a long blink, looking a little dazed when they 
opened again. His head slowly drifted backwards until it rested 
on the window. 

The red-shirted Flare tester stepped into the café and 
Thomas leaned over to get a better look. Red Shirt walked 
towards the bench where the drugged-out man was still resting 
peacefully. A short woman moved along next to the tester, 
whispering into his ear and fidgeting nervously. 

“Thomas?” Brenda asked. 

He put a finger to his lips, then nodded towards the potential 
confrontation. She turned in her seat to see what was going on. 

Red Shirt kicked the toe of the guy on the bench, who 
flinched and looked up. The men started exchanging words, 
but Thomas couldn't hear what they were saying over the bustle 
and buzz of the crowded coffee shop. The man who'd been 
relaxing there suddenly looked scared. 
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Brenda turned back to Thomas. “We need to get out of 
here. Now.” 

“Why?” The air seemed to have thickened, and Thomas was 
curious about what was going to happen. 

Brenda was already standing. “Just come on!” 

She turned and walked briskly towards the exit, and 
Thomas finally moved to follow her. Hed just risen from his 
chair when Red Shirt pulled out a gun and pointed it at the 
man on the bench, then leaned in to place his testing device on 
the man’s face. But the man swatted it away and rushed 
forward, tackling the tester. Thomas stared, frozen in shock, as 
the gun skittered away and disappeared under a counter. The 
two men crashed into a table and slammed to the floor. 

Red Shirt started yelling; his voice sounded almost robotic 
coming through the protective metal mask covering his mouth 
and nose. “We've got an infected! Everyone evacuate the build- 
ing!” 

The place turned into pandemonium, screams filling the air 
as everyone fled towards the only exit. 
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CHAPTER 30 


homas wished he hadn't hesitated. He should've run when 
T: had the chance. A pack of bodies pressed forward, 
blocking the door. Brenda wouldn't have been able to 
come back even if she'd tried. Thomas was stuck at the table, 
watching in stunned silence as the two men struggled on the 
floor, punching and grabbing and trying to gain the advantage. 

Thomas realised that though it was possible he could get 
hurt by the fleeing crowd, he really had nothing to worry 
about. He was immune. The rest of the people in the shop had 
freaked out knowing the virus was so close. And understand- 
ably — odds were at least one of them had caught it. But as long 
as he could stay out of the way of the commotion, he was prob- 
ably safe right where he was. 

Someone pounded on the window and Thomas turned to 
see Brenda next to Minho and Jorge on the sidewalk — she was 
motioning frantically for him to get out. But Thomas wanted 
to watch what was happening. 

Red Shirt had finally pinned the man to the ground. “It’s 
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over! They're already on their way,” he shouted, again in that 
creepy mechanised voice. 

The infected man stopped struggling, burst into lurching 
sobs. It was then that Thomas realised the crowd had fully evac- 
uated and the coffee shop was empty except for the two men 
and Thomas. An eerie silence settled on the place. 

Red Shirt glanced at him. “Why’re you still here, kid — got 
a death wish?” The man didn’t let Thomas answer, though. “If 
youre gonna stick around, make yourself useful. Find me the 
gun.” He turned his attention back to the man he'd restrained. 

Thomas felt like he was in a dream. He'd seen a lot of 
violence, but this was different somehow. He went to fetch 
the gun from under the counter where it had disappeared. “I'm 
... I'm immune,” he stammered, He got down on his knees 
and reached, straining until his fingers found the cool metal. 
He pulled the gun out and walked over to Red Shirt. 

The man didn't offer any thanks. He took his gun and 
jumped back to his feet, pointing the weapon at the infected 
man’s face. “This is bad, really bad. Been happening more and 
more — you can tell when someone's drugged out on the Bliss.” 

“So it was the Bliss,” Thomas murmured. 

“You knew?” Red Shirt asked. 

“Well, he’s looked weird ever since I got here.” 

“And you didn't say anything?” The skin around the guard’s 
mask almost matched the colour of his shirt. “What's wrong 
with you?” 

Thomas was taken aback by Red Shirt’s sudden anger. “I. . . 
I'm sorry, I didn’t really know what was going on.” 

The infected man had curled up into a ball on the ground 
and was sobbing, Red Shirt finally stepped away from him and 
looked sternly at Thomas. “You didn’t know? What kind of . . . 
Where are you from?” 

Now Thomas really wished he had run. “I’m . . . my name’s 
Thomas. I’m nobody. I just . . .” He searched for something to 
say — to explain himself. “Ym not from around here. Sorry.” 
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Red Shirt turned the gun on him. “Sit down. Sit down right 
there.” He flicked the gun towards a nearby chair. 

“Wait! I swear I'm immune!” Thomas's heart thudded in-his 
chest. “That's why I—” 

“Sit your butt down! Now!” 

Thomas's knees gave out and he plopped into the chair. He 
glanced towards the door and his chest loosened a bit when he 
saw Minho standing there, with Brenda and Jorge right behind 
him. But Thomas didn’t want his friends involved — didn’t want 
to chance getting them hurt. He quickly shook his head to tell 
them to stay out of it. 

Red Shirt ignored the people in the doorway, concentrating 
purely on Thomas. “If you're so sure about being a Munie, then 
you won't mind testing to prove it, now, will you?” 

“No.” The idea actually relieved him — maybe the man 
would let him go once he realised he was telling the truth. “Do 
it, go ahead,” 

Red Shirt holstered his gun and stepped up to Thomas. He 
retrieved his device and leaned forward to put it on Thomas's 
face. 

“Look into it, eyes open,” the man said. “Ir'll only take a few 
seconds.” 

Thomas did as he was told, wanting to get it over with as 
quickly as possible. He saw the same flash of colourful lights 
he'd seen at the city gates, felt the same puff of air and prick in 
his neck. 

Red Shirt took the device back, looked at the readings on a 
small screen. “Well, what do ya know? You're a damn Munie 
after all. You care to explain to me how you came to be in 
Denver and how you don't know squat about the Bliss or how 
to spot a user when you see one?” 

“I work for WICKED.” It came out before he'd really 
thought it through. He just wanted to get out of there. 

“I believe that crap about as much as I believe this guy's 
drug problem has nothing to do with the Flare. You keep your 
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butt glued right there or I'll start shooting.” 

Thomas swallowed. He wasn't so much scared as he was 
mad at himself for having got into such a ridiculous situation. 
“Okay,” he said. 

But Red Shirt had already turned around. His help had 
arrived — four people covered from head to toe with a thick 
green plastic, except for their faces. Their eyes were fitted with 
big goggles, and beneath those was a mask like the one Red 
Shirt wore. Images flashed through Thomas's mind, but the 
one that stuck was the most complete memory — the time he'd 
been taken from the Scorch after his bullet wound had got 
infected. Everyone on that Berg had been wearing the same 
type of gear as these four people. 

“What in the world?” one of them said, his voice also mech- 
anised. “You caught two of ’em?” 

“Not really,” Red Shirt replied. “Got us a Munie, thinks he 
wants to sit around and see the show.” 

“A Munie?” The other man sounded like he couldn't believe 
what he'd heard. 

“A Munie. He stayed put when everyone else jackrabbited 
out of here, claims he wanted to see what happened. To make 
it worse, he says he suspected our future Crank here was on the 
Bliss and didn't tell anyone, just went on drinking his coffee 
like all was right with the world.” 

Everyone looked over at Thomas, but he was speechless. He 
just shrugged. 

Red Shirt stepped back as the four protected workers sur- 
rounded the still-sobbing infected man, lying curled up on his 
side on the ground. One of the newcomers had a thick blue 
plastic object gripped in both hands. It had an odd nozzle on 
the end, and the guy was pointing it at the man on the ground 
as if it were a weapon, Its purpose seemed ominous, and 
Thomas searched his memory-depleted mind to work out what 
it could possibly be but came up empty. 

“We need you to straighten out your legs, sir,” the lead 
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worker said. “Keep your body still, don't move, try to relax.” 

“I didn't know!” the man wailed. “How was I supposed to 
know?” y 

“You knew!” Red Shirt yelled from the side. “No one takes 
the Bliss just for kicks.” 

“I like the way it feels!” The pleading in the man’s voice 
made Thomas feel incredibly sorry for him. 

“Plenty of cheaper drugs than that. Quit lying and shut 
your mouth.” Red Shirt waved a hand as if swatting a fly. “Who 
cares, Bag the sucker.” 

Thomas watched as the infected man curled up even tighter, 
gripping his legs to his chest with both arms. “It’s not fair. I 
didn’t know! Just kick me out of the city. I swear I'll never come 
back. I swear. I swear!” He broke into another agonising series 
of lurching sobs. 

“Oh, they'll put you our, all right,” Red Shire said, glancing 
over at Thomas for some reason. It looked as if he was smiling 
behind the mask — his eyes shone with something like glee. 
“Keep watching, Munie. You're gonna like this.” 

Thomas suddenly hated Red Shirt as much as he'd ever 
hated anyone. He broke eye contact and returned his focus to 
the four suited people, now crouching as they inched closer to 
the poor guy on the floor. 

“Straighten out your legs!” one of them repeated. “Or this 
is gonna hurt something awful. Straighten them. Now!” 

“I can’t! Please just let me leave!” 

Red Shirt stomped over to the man, pushing one of the 
workers out of the way, then leaned over and placed the end of 
his gun against the sick man's head. “Straighten your legs, or 
T'll put a bullet in your brain and make it easier on everybody. 
Do it!” Thomas couldn't believe the guard’s complete lack of 
compassion. 

Whimpering, eyes filled with terror, the infected man slowly 
let go of his legs and extended them, his whole body shaking as 
he lay flat on the ground. Red Shirt stepped out of the way, 
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sliding his gun back into its holster. 

The person with the odd blue object immediately moved so 
that he stood behind the man’s head, then placed the nozzle so 
it rested on the crown of his skull, pressing it into his hair. 

“Try not to move.” It was a woman, and if anything, her 
voice, filtered through her mask, sounded even creepier to 
Thomas than the man’s. “Or you'll lose something.” 

Thomas barely had time to wonder what that meant before 
she pressed a button and a gel-like substance shot out of the 
nozzle. It was blue and viscous but moved quickly, spreading 
over the man’s head, then down around his ears and face. He 
screamed, but the sound was cut off as the gel washed over his 
mouth, down to his neck and shoulders. The substance hard- 
ened as it moved, freezing into a shell-like coating that Thomas 
could see through. In a matter of seconds, half the infected 
man’s body was rigid, wrapped in a tight sheet of the stuff, 
which seeped into every crevice of his skin and wrinkle of his 
clothing. 

Thomas noticed that Red Shirt was looking at him, and he 
finally met the guard’s gaze. 

“What?” Thomas asked. 

“Quite the show, huh?” Red Shirt replied. “Enjoy it while it 
lasts. When this is over, you're coming with me.” 
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CHAPTER 31 


lhomas’s heart sank. There was something sadistic in Red 
Ti eyes, and he looked away, focused back on the 

infected man just as the blue gel reached his feet and 
solidified around them. The guy now lay completely motion- 
less, wrapped in the hard, plasticky coating. The woman with 
the gel gun stood up, and Thomas saw that it was now nothing 
but an empty bag. She folded it up and stuffed it into a pocket 
in her green coverall. 

“Let's get him out of here,” she said. 

As the four workers reached down and lifted up the infected 
man, Thomas’ eyes flickered back to Red Shirt, who was watch- 
ing the others carry off their captive. What in the world had he 
meant that Thomas would be going with him? Where? Why? If 
the man hadn't had a gun, Thomas would have run. 

When the others had made their way out of the door, 
Minho appeared again. He was just about to step inside when 
Red Shirt pulled out his weapon. 

“Stop right there!” the man yelled. “Get out!” 
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“But we're with him.” Minho pointed to Thomas. “And we 
need to go.” 

“This one’s not going anywhere.” He paused, as if some- 
thing had just occurred to him. He looked at Thomas, then 
back at Minho. “Wait a second. Are you guys Munies, too?” 

Panic flared in Thomas, but Minho was fast. He didn’t 
hesitate, just bolted. 

“Stop!” Red Shirt yelled, sprinting for the doorway. 

Thomas lurched over to the window. He saw Minho, 
Brenda and Jorge just as they made it across the street and dis- 
appeared around a corner. Red Shirt had stopped right outside 
the coffee shop; he gave up on the others and came back in. 
With his gun pointed at Thomas. 

“L ought to shoot you in the neck and watch you bleed out 
for what your little friend just did. Better thank God above that 
Munies are so valuable, or I'd do it just to make myself feel 
better. Been a crappy day.” 

Thomas couldn't believe that after all he'd been through, he 
was stuck in such a stupid situation. He wasn't scared, only 
frustrated. “Well, it hasn’t been so great for me, either,” he 
muttered. 

“You'll bring me a good hunk of cash. That's all there is to 
it. And just for the record, I don’t like you. I can tell by just 
lookin’ at ya.” 

Thomas smiled. “Yeah, well, the feeling’s mutual.” 

“You're a funny guy. Just full of laughs. We'll see how you 
feel by the time the sun goes down tonight. Come on.” He 
gestured to the door with his weapon. “And trust me, I’m out 
of patience, Try anything and I'll shoot you in the back of the 
head and tell the police that you were acting like an infected 
and ran. Zero-tolerance policy, Won't even get questioned 
about it. Not so much as a raised eyebrow.” 

Thomas stood there, sorting through his options. The irony 
wasn't lost on him. He'd escaped WICKED only to be held at 
gunpoint by an average evéryday city worker. 
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“Don't make me say it again,” Red Shirt warned. 

“Where are we going?” 

“You'll find out in time. And I'll be one rich sucker. Now 
get moving.” 

Thomas had been shot twice already and knew how badly 
it hurt. If he didn’t want to go through it again, it looked 
like going with the guy was his only option. He glared at the 
man, then walked towards the door, When he reached it, he 
stopped. 

“Which way?” Thomas asked. 

“Go left. We'll walk nice and easy for about three blocks, 
then another left. I've got a car waiting for us there. Do I need 
to warn you again what'll happen if you try something?” 

“You'll shoot an unarmed kid in the back of the head. Got 
it, crystal clear.” 

“Oh, man, I hate you Munies. Start walking.” He pressed 
the tip of the gun into Thomas's spine and Thomas headed 
down the street. 

They made it to the end of the third block and turned left 
without saying a word to each other. The air was stifling, and 
sweat had moistened every last inch of Thomas's body. When 
he reached up to wipe his forehead, Red Shirt whacked him in 
the head with the butt of the gun. 

“Don’t do thar,” the man said. “I might get nervous and put 
a hole in your brain.” 

It took every ounce of Thomas's willpower to stay silent. 

The street was abandoned and there was trash everywhere. 
Posters — some warning about the Flare, others images of Chan- 
cellor Paige — covered the lower portion of the buildings’ walls, 
and everything was spray-painted, layer on top of layer, by the 
looks of it. When they reached an intersection and had to stop 
to wait for a few passing cars, Thomas focused on an unmarked 
poster right next to him — a new one, he guessed from its lack 
of graffiti. He read the words of warning. 
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Public Service Announcement 
STOP THE SPREAD OF THE FLARE!!! 


Help stop the spread of the Flare. 
Know the symptoms before you infect 
your neighbours and loved ones. 


The Flare is the virus Flarevirus (VC321xb47), a highly 
contagious, man-made infectious disease that was 
accidentally released during the chaos of the sun flare 
catastrophe. The Flare causes a progressive, degen- 
erative illness of the brain, resulting in uncontrolled 
movements, emotional disturbances and mental deteri- 
oration. The result has been the Flare pandemic. 


Scientists are conducting late-stage clinical trials, but 
there is no standard treatment for the Flare at this time. 
The virus is generally fatal, and can be spread through 
the air. 


At this time citizens must unite to prevent further spread 
of this pandemic. By learning how to recognise yourself 
and others as Viral Contagion Threats (VCTs) you will 
take the first step in the battle against the Flare.* 


*Any suspicious subjects should be reported to the authorities 
immediately. 


Tt went on to talk about a five- to seven-day incubation period 
and the symptoms — how such things as irritability and trouble 
with balance were early warning signs, followed by dementia, 
paranoia and severe aggression later on. Thomas had witnessed 
them all first-hand, having crossed paths with Cranks on more 
than one occasion. 

Red Shirt gave Thomas a slight shove and they continued 
walking. As they made their way, Thomas couldn't stop think- 
ing about the poster's dire message. The part about the Flare’s 
being man-made not only Haunted him, it tickled something in 
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his brain, a memory he couldn't quite latch on to. Even though 
the sign didn't say it outright, he knew there was something 
else, and for the first time in a while he wished he could access 
the past for just a moment. 

“Ies right up here.” 

Red Shirt’s voice pulled him back to the present. A small 
white car waited at the end of the block, just a few dozen feet 
down the street. Thomas desperately tried to think of a way out 
of this — if he got in that vehicle it might all be over. But could 
he really risk getting shot? 

“You're going to slide nice and easy into the back seat,” Red 
Shirt said. “I’ve got some cuffs in there, and I’m going to watch 
you put them on yourself. You think you can handle that 
without doing something stupid?” 

Thomas didn’t respond, He hoped desperately that Minho 
and the others were close, making a plan. He needed someone 
or something to distract his captor. 

They reached the car and Red Shirt pulled out a key card 
and pressed it to the front passenger window. The locks clicked 
and he opened the back door, his gun trained on Thomas the 
whole time. 

“Get in. Easy does it.” 

Thomas hesitated, searching the streets for anyone, any- 
thing. The area was deserted, but out of the corner of his eye he 
noticed movement. A hovering machine almost as large as a car. 
He spun to look and the cop machine swerved onto the street 
two blocks down and started heading their way. A humming 
sound grew louder as it approached. 

“I said get in,” Red Shirt repeated. “The cuffs are in the 
console in the middle.” 

“One of those cop machine things is coming,” Thomas 
said. 
“Yeah, so what? It’s just patrolling, sees this stuff all the 
time. The people controlling it are on my side, not yours. 
Which is tough luck for you, big fella.” 
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Thomas sighed — it had been worth a shot. Where were his 
friends? 

He scanned the area one last time, then stepped up to the 
open door and slipped inside. Just as he looked up at Red Shirt 
the air filled with the sound of heavy gunfire. Then Red Shirt 
was stumbling backwards, jerking and twitching. Bullets tore 
into his chest, sparks flying as they hit the metal mask. He 
dropped his gun, and his mask fell off as he slammed into the 
wall of the closest building. Thomas watched in stunned horror 
as the man slumped onto his side. 

Then it stopped. Thomas was frozen, wondering if he'd be 
shot next. He heard the steady hum of the machine as it 
hovered just outside his open door, and he realised that it had 
been the source of the attack. The things were unmanned but 
heavily armed. A familiar voice rang out from a speaker on its 
roof. 

“Get out of the car, Thomas.” 

Thomas shivered. He would know that voice anywhere. 

It was Janson. The Rat Man. 
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CHAPTER 32 


homas couldn't have been more surprised. He hesitated at 
Te: but quickly scooted out of the cat. The cop machine 

hovered only a few feet away. A panel had opened on its 
side, revealing a screen from which Janson’s face stared back at 
him. 

Relief flooded him. It was Rat Man, but he wasn't in the cop 
machine — there was just a video feed of his image. Thomas 
could only assume that the man could see him as well. “What 
happened?” he asked, still stunned. He tried to avert his eyes 
from the man now lying on the ground. “How'd you find me?” 

Janson was as grim-faced as ever. “It took a considerable 
amount of effort and luck, trust me. And you're welcome. I just 
saved you from this bounty hunter.” 

Thomas let out a laugh. “You're the ones paying them 
anyway. What do you want?” 

“Thomas, I'm going to be frank with you. The only reason 
we havent come to Denver to retrieve you is because the 
infection rate is astronomical. This was our safest means of 
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contacting you. I’m urging you to bring yourself in and com- 
plete the testing.” 

Thomas wanted to scream at the man. Why would he 
return to WICKED? But the Red Shirts attack — his body only 
feet away — was too clear in his mind. He had to play this right. 
“Why would I come back?” 

Janson's expression was blank. “We've been using our data 
to select a Final Candidate, and you're the one. We need you, 
Thomas. It all rests on your shoulders.” 

Not in a million years, Thomas thought. But saying that 
wouldn't get rid of the Rat Man. Instead he cocked his head 
and pretended to consider, then said, “I'll think about it.” 

“I trust you will.” The Rat Man paused. “There's something 
I feel obligated to tell you. Mainly because I think it will influ- 
ence your decision. Make you realise that you have to do what 
we're asking.” 

Thomas had leaned back against the rounded hood of the 
car — the whole ordeal had exhausted him emotionally and 
physically. “What?” 

The Rat Man's face screwed up to look even rattier, as if he 
revelled in telling bad news. “It’s about your friend, Newt. I'm 
afraid he’s in a tremendous amount of trouble.” 

“What kind of trouble?” Thomas asked, his stomach 
dropping. 

“I know you're well aware that he has the Flare, and that 
you've already seen some of its effects taking place.” 

Thomas nodded, suddenly remembering the note in his 
pocket, “Yeah.” 

“Well, he seems to be succumbing to it rapidly. The fact 
that you were already seeing symptoms of anger and loss of 
concentration before you left means he'll be spiralling into 
madness very soon.” 

Thomas felt a fist clutch his heart. He'd accepted that Newt 
wasn't immune, but hed thought it would take weeks, or 
months even; before it gåt geally bad. Yet Janson had made 
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sense — that the stress of everything seemed to be making Newt 
fall fast. And they'd left him all alone outside the city. 

“You could very well save him,” Janson said quietly. 

“You enjoying this?” Thomas asked. “Because sometimes it 
seems like you enjoy it a lot.” 

Janson shook his head. “I’m just doing my job, Thomas. I 
want this cure more than anyone else. Except for you, maybe, 
before we took away your memories.” 

“Just go,” Thomas said. 

“I hope you'll come,” Janson replied. “You have a chance to 
do great things. I'm sorry for our differences. But Thomas, you 
need to hurry. Time is running out.” 

“TIl think about it.” Thomas forced himself to say it again. 
It made him sick to pacify the Rat Man, but it was the only 
thing he could think to say to buy himself time. And there was 
the possibility that if he didn’t stall Janson, he could end up like 
Red Shirt — shot down by this cop machine hovering a few feet 
in front of him. 

Janson smiled. “That's all I can ask for. I hope to see you 
here.” 

The screen blacked out and the panel closed; then the cop 
machine rose into the air and flew away, its hum slowly fading. 
Thomas watched until it disappeared around a corner. When it 
was gone, his eyes fell upon the dead man. He quickly looked 
away — that was the last thing he wanted to see. 

“There he is!” 

He whipped his head around to see Minho running down 
the sidewalk towards him, Brenda and Jorge close behind. 
Thomas had never been so happy to see anyone. 

Minho pulled up short when he saw Red Shirt in a heap on 
the ground. “Holy . . . What happened to im?” He turned his 
attention to Thomas. “And you? You okay? Did you do that?” 

Absurdly, Thomas felt like laughing. “Yeah, I pulled out my 
machine gun and blasted him to tiny bits.” 

Minho’s face showed that he didn't appreciate the sarcasm, 
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but Brenda spoke before he could come up with a retort. 

“Who killed him?” 

Thomas pointed at the sky. “One of those cop machines. 
Flew in here, shot him to death, then next thing I know the Rat 
Man appears on a screen. He tried to convince me that I need 
to go back to WICKED.” 

“Dude,” Minho said, “you can't even—” 

“Give me some credit!” Thomas yelled. “There's no way Id 
go back, but maybe them needing me so much could help us at 
some point. What we should worry about is Newt. Janson 
thinks that Newt's succumbing to the Flare a lor faster than 
average. We have to go check on him.” 

“He really said that?” 

“Yeah.” Thomas felt bad for blowing up at his friend. “And 
I believe him on this. You saw how Newt's been acting.” 

Minho stared at Thomas, his eyes filled with pain. It hit 
Thomas that Minho had known Newt for two years longer 
than he had. So much more time to grow close. 

“We better check on him somehow,” Thomas repeated. “Do 
something for him.” 

Minho just nodded and looked away. Thomas was tempted 
to pull Newt's note out of his pocket and read it right then and 
there, but he'd promised he'd wait until he knew for sure the 
time was right. 

“Ies getting late,” Brenda said. “And they don't let people in 
and out of the city at night — it’s hard enough to keep things 
under control during the day.” 

Thomas noticed for the first time that the light was begin- 
ning to fade, the sky above the buildings taking on an orange 
hue. 

Jorge, who'd been quiet until then, spoke up. “That's the 
least of our problems. Something weird’s going on around this 
place, muchachos.” 

“What do you mean?” Thomas asked. 

“All the people seem tothave vanished in the last half hour, 
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and the few I’ve seen don't look right.” 

“That scene at the coffee shop did send everyone scatter- 
ing,” Brenda pointed out. 

Jorge shrugged. “I don’t know. This city is just giving me thie 
creeps, hermana. Like it’s alive and waiting to unleash some- 
thing really nasty.” 

A strange unease crawled up Thomas’ spine and he turned 
his focus back to Newt. “Can we get out there if we hurry? Or 
can we break out?” 

“We can try,” Brenda said. “Better hope we can find a cab, 
though — we're on the other side of the city from where we 
came in.” 

“Let's try it,” Thomas offered. 

They took off down the street, but the look on Minho’s face 
wasn't good. Thomas sure hoped it wasn't a sign of bad things 
to come. 
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CHAPTER 33 


hey walked for an hour and didn’t see a single car, much 
T= a cab. They ran into only a few scattered people, and 

cop machines let out their eerie hum as they flew by at 
random. Every few minutes they'd hear a sound in the distance 
that brought memories of the Scorch back to Thomas — 
someone talking too loudly, a scream, an odd laugh. As the 
light faded to darkness, he began to feel more and more 
spooked. 

Finally Brenda stopped and faced the rest of them. “We'll 
have to wait till tomorrow,” she announced. “We're not going, 
to find transportation tonight and we're too far to walk. We 
need to sleep so we'll be fresh in the morning.” 

Thomas hated to admit it, but she was right. 

“There's gotta be a way to get out there,” Minho countered. 

Jorge squeezed his shoulder. “It’s useless, hermano. The 
airport's at least ten miles from here. And by the looks of this 
town we'd get mugged or shot or beaten to death on the way. 
Brenda's right — better to résup and go help him tomorrow.” 
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Thomas could tell Minho wanted to be his usual defiant 
self, but he gave in without arguing. Jorge made too much 
sense. They were in a huge city, at night, completely out of their 
element. 

“Are we close to our motel?” Thomas asked. He told himself 
that Newt could make it through one more night alone. 

Jorge pointed to his left. “Just a few blocks.” 

They headed in that direction. 

eee ae 
They were a block away when Jorge pulled up short, holding 
one hand in the air and putting a finger to his lips with the 
other. Thomas stopped dead in his tracks, alarm suddenly 
tingling through his nerves. 

“What?” Minho whispered. 

Jorge turned in a slow circle, scanning the area around 
them, and Thomas did the same, wondering what had 
suddenly made the older man so apprehensive. Darkness had 
completely fallen, and the few streetlights they passed barely 
put a dent in it. The world Thomas could see seemed made of 
shadows, and he imagined horrible things hiding behind every 
one of them. 

“What?” Minho whispered again. 

“I keep thinking I hear something right behind us,” Jorge 
replied. “Whispering. Anyone else—” 

“There!” Brenda shouted, her voice like a crack of thunder 
in the silence. “Did you see that?” She was pointing off to her 
left. 

Thomas strained to look but saw nothing. The streets were 
empty as far as he could tell. 

“Someone was just coming out from behind that building, 
then jumped back. I swear I saw it.” 

“Hey!” Minho yelled. “Who's over there?” 

“Are you crazy?” Thomas whispered. “Lers get inside the 
motel!” 

“Slim it, dude. If they wanted to shoot us or something, 
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don't you think they would’ve done it by now?” 

Thomas just sighed in exasperation. He didn't like the feel 
of this at all. 

“I should’ve said something when I first heard it,” Jorge 
said. 

“Maybe it’s nothing,” Brenda responded. “And if it is, 
standing around won't help. Let's just get out of here.” 

“Hey!” Minho yelled again, making Thomas jump. “Hey, 
you! Who's over there?” 

Thomas smacked him on the shoulder. “Seriously, would 
you stop that?” 

His friend ignored him. “Come out and show yourself” 

Whoever it was didn't respond. Minho moved like he was 
going to walk across the street and take a look, but Thomas 
grabbed him by the arm. 

“No way. Worst idea in history. It’s dark, it could be a trap, 
it could be a lot of terrible things. Let's just get some sleep and 
keep a better eye out tomorrow.” 

Minho didn't put up much of an argument. “Fine. Be a 
wuss. But I get one of the beds tonight.” 

And with that they went up to their room. It took for ever 
for Thomas to fall asleep, his mind spinning with the possibil- 
ities of who might be following them. But no matter where his 
thoughts wandered, they always came back to Teresa and the 
others. Where were they? Could that have been Teresa out on 
the street, spying on them? Or had it been Gally and the Right 
Arm? 

And Thomas hated that they'd had no choice but to wait a 
night before checking on Newt. What if something had 
happened to him? 

Finally his mind slowed, the questions faded away, and he 
fell asleep. 
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CHAPTER 34 


he next morning, Thomas was surprised at how rested he 
Te Hed tossed and turned all night, it seemed, but at 

some point he must have got some deep and recharging 
sleep. After a long, hot shower and breakfast out of a vending 
machine, he was ready to face the day. 

He and the others left the motel around eight o'clock in the 
morning, wondering what they'd find in the city on their way 
to check on Newt. They saw some people here and there, but 
far fewer than they'd seen during the busy hours of the day 
before. And Thomas didn’t notice any strange noises like the 
ones they'd heard the previous night during their long walk. 

“Somethings up, I’m tellin’ ya,” Jorge said as they made 
their way down the street in search of a cab. “There should be 
more folks out and about.” 

Thomas observed the few pedestrians around him. None of 
them would look him in the eye — everyone kept their head 
down, often with one hand holding their surgical mask to their 
face as if aftaid that a sudden wind might blow it off. And they 
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walked with a hurried, frantic gait, almost jumping out of the 
way when another person got too close. He noticed a woman 
studying a poster about the Flare just like the one he'd read the 
day before while being escorted by Red Shirt. It brought to 
mind that memory he hadn't been able to grasp — it was going 
to drive him crazy. 

“Let's hurry and get to the shuck airport,” Minho muttered. 
“This place is giving me the creeps.” 

“We should probably go up that way,” Brenda said, point- 
ing. “There have to be cabs around those business offices.” 

They crossed the street and headed down a narrower one 
that passed what looked like an empty lot on one side and an 
old, dilapidated building on the other. 

Minho leaned into Thomas and half whispered, “Dude, I’m 
a little shucked in the head right now. I’m scared of what we're 
gonna find with Newt.” 

Thomas was scared, too, but didn’t admit it. “Don’t worry. 
Tm sure he's fine for now.” 

“Good that. And the cure for the Flare’s gonna fly out of 
your butt any second.” 

“Who knows, maybe it will. Might smell funny, though.” 
His friend didn’t seem to think that was very humorous. “Look, 
we can't do anything until we get there and see him.” Thomas 
hated sounding so insensitive, but things were hard enough — 
they couldn't assume the worst. 

“Thanks for the pep talk.” 

The empty lot to their right contained the scattered remains 
of an old brick building, weeds filling every square inch. A large 
section of wall stood right in the middle, and as they passed, 
Thomas noticed movement on the far side of it. He stopped, 
and instinctively put a hand out to halt Minho as well. He 
shushed him before he could ask what was going on. 

Brenda and Jorge noticed and froze in place. Thomas 
pointed at what he'd seen, then tried to get a better look. 

A shirtless man had hit back to them, and he was hunched 
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over something, digging with his hands like he'd lost something 
in the mud and was trying to find it. Oddly shaped scratches 
covered his shoulders, and there was a long scab crossing the 
middle of his spine. His movements were jerky and . . . 
desperate, Thomas thought. His elbows kept popping back like 
he'd torn something loose from the ground. The tall weeds 
prevented Thomas from seeing the focus of the man’s frantic 
attention. 

Brenda whispered from behind. “Let's keep moving.” 

“That guy's sick,” Minho whispered back. “How's he loose 
like this?” 

Thomas had no idea, “Let's just go.” 

The group started walking again, but Thomas couldn't tear 
his eyes away from the disturbing scene. What was that guy 
doing? 

When they reached the end of the block, Thomas stopped, 
as did the others. It was clearly bothering everyone as much as 
it was him — they all wanted to get one last look. 

Without warning, the man sprang up and turned towards 
them; blood covered his mouth and nose. Thomas flinched and 
stumbled back into Minho. The man bared his teeth in a nasty 
grin, then held up bloody hands as if to show them off. Thomas 
was just about to yell at him when the guy bent back over and 
returned to his business. Thankfully they couldn't see exactly 
what that business was. 

“This would be a good time to go,” Brenda said. 

Icy fingers crawled along Thomas's back and shoulders — he 
couldn't have agreed more. They all turned and ran, and they'd 
gone two blocks before they slowed to a walk again. 

It took another half hour before they found a cab, but they 
were finally on their way. Thomas wanted to talk about what 
they'd seen in the empty lot, but he couldn't put it into words. 
Tt had sickened him through and through. 

Minho was the first to speak about it. “That guy was eating 
a person. I just know it.” 
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“Maybe . . .,” Brenda began. “Maybe it was just a stray 
dog.” Her tone made Thomas think she didn't believe it for one 
second. “Not like that'd be okay, either.” 

Minho scoffed. “I’m pretty sure that’s not something you're 
supposed to see during a nice leisurely stroll through a quaran- 
tined city in the middle of the day. I believe Gally. I think this 
place is crawling with Cranks, and soon the whole city’s gonna 
start killing each other.” 

No one responded. They stayed silent the rest of the way to 
the airport. 

It didn’t take long to get through security and back outside 
the massive walls surrounding the city. If anything, the staff 
they encountered seemed thrilled that they were leaving. 

The Berg was right where they'd left it, waiting like the 
abandoned shell of a giant insect on the hot and steamy con- 
crete, Nothing stirred around it. 

“Hurry up and open it,” Minho said. 

Jorge didn’t seem fazed by the curt command; he pulled his 
small control pad out of his pocket and pressed some buttons. 
The ramp of the cargo door slowly pivoted down, hinges 
squealing, until its edge landed on the ground with a grating 
scrape. Thomas had hoped to see Newt come running down 
that ramp, a big smile on his face, glad to see them. 

But nothing moved inside or out, and his heart sank. 

Minho obviously felt the same way. “Something's wrong.” 
He sprinted to the door and ran up the ramp before Thomas 
had a chance to react. 

“We better get in there,” Brenda said. “What if Newt's 
turned dangerous?” 

Thomas hated the sound of the question but knew she was 
right. Without responding, he ran after Minho, entering the 
dark and stifling Berg. All the systems had been shut down at 
some point: no air-conditioning, no lights, nothing. 

Jorge followed right at Thomas's heels. “Let me power her 
up or we'll all sweat till We're nothing but a pile of bones and 
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skin.” He moved off in the direction of the cockpit. 

Brenda stood next to Thomas, both of them peering into 
the gloom of the ship, the only light coming from the few scat- 
tered portholes. They could hear Minho calling Newt's name 
somewhere deep in the ship, but the infected boy wasn't 
responding. A cavity seemed to open within Thomas, widening 
and sucking the hope out of him. 

‘TIl go to the left,” he said, pointing towards the small 
hallway to the common area. “Why don't you follow Jorge and 
search up there. This isn't good — he would’ve been here to 
welcome us if everything was okay.” 

“Not to mention the lights and air would be on.” She gave 
Thomas a grim look, then headed off. 

Thomas went down the hallway to the main room. Minho 
sat on one of the couches, looking at a piece of paper, his face 
as stony as Thomas had ever seen it. The hollowness inside him 
grew even more, and his last ounce of hope faded. 

“Hey,” he said. “What is it?” 

Minho didn’t answer. He just kept staring at the paper. 

“What's wrong?” 

Minho glanced up at him. “Come see for yourself.” He held 
up the paper in one hand while he slouched back on the couch, 
seeming on the verge of tears. “He's gone.” 

Thomas walked over and took the paper from him, then 
flipped it over. Scribbled in black marker, it said: 


They got inside somehow. They've taking me 
to live with the other Cranks. 

It's fov the best. Thanks for being wy friends. 
Goodbye. 


“Newt,” Thomas whispered. His friend’s name hung in the air 
like a pronouncement of death. 
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CHAPTER 35 


oon they were all sitting together. The goal was to talk 
Ss" what should come next, but the reality was they had 

nothing to say. The group of four just stared at the floor 
and said nothing, For some reason, Thomas couldn't get Janson 
out of his head. Could going back really be a way to save Newt? 
Every part of him rebelled against the idea of returning to 
WICKED, but if he did go back, and was able to complete the 
testing... 

Minho broke the sullen silence. 

“I want you three to listen to me.” He took a moment to 
look at each one of them, then continued. “Ever since we broke 
out of WICKED, I’ve basically gone along with whatever you 
slintheads ended up saying we should do. And I haven't com- 
plained. Much.” He gave Thomas a wry grin. “But right here, 
right now, I'm making a decision and you're going to do what 
I say. And if anyone pushes back, to hell with you.” 

Thomas knew what his friend wanted, and he was glad for it. 

“I know we have biggér goals in mind,” Minho continued. 
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“We need to connect with the Right Arm, figure out what to 
do about WICKED — all that save-the-world klunk. But first 
we're going to find Newt. This isn’t open for discussion. The 
four of us — all of us — are flying to wherever we need to go, and 
we're getting Newt out of there.” 

“They call it the Crank Palace,” Brenda said. Thomas 
turned to her and she was staring off into space. “It has to be 
what he was talking about. Some of those Red Shirts probably 
broke into the Berg, found Newt and saw that he was infected. 
Let him leave us a note. I dont have any doubt that's what 
happened.” 

“Sounds fancy,” Minho said. “You've been there?” 

“No. Every major city has a Crank Palace — a place where 
they send the infected and try to make it bearable for them 
until they reach the Gone. I don’t know what they do to them 
then, but it’s not a pretty place to be, no matter who you are, 
so I can only imagine. Immunes run things there, and get paid 
a lot for it because a non-Immune would never risk catching 
the Flare. If you want to go, we should think long and hard 
about it first. We're completely out of ammunition, so we'll be 
unarmed.” 

Despite the ominous description, Minho had a glimmer of 
hope in his eyes. “Long and hard thinking done. You know 
where the closest one is?” 

“Yeah,” Jorge answered. “We passed over it on the way here. 
It’s just on the far side of this valley, right up against the moun- 
tains to the west.” 

Minho clapped his hands once. “Then that’s where we're 
going. Jorge, get this piece of klunk up in the sky.” 

Thomas expected at least a little argument or resistance. But 
none came. 

“TIl be glad for a little adventure, muchacho,” Jorge said, 
standing up. “We'll be there in twenty minutes.” 

Jorge was true to his word on the timing. He landed the 
Berg in a clearing along the beginnings of a forest that stretched 
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up the surprisingly green mountainside. About half of the trees 
were dead, but the other half looked as if they'd just begun to 
recover from years of massive heat spells. It made Thomas sad 
to think that the world would probably recover from the sun 
flares just fine someday, only to find itself uninhabited. 

He stepped off the cargo ramp and took a good look at the 
wall surrounding what had to be the Crank Palace just a few 
hundred feet away. It was made of thick planks of wood. The 
closest gate was just beginning to open, and two people 
appeared, both of them holding huge Launchers. They looked 
exhausted, but wearily they took a defensive stance and aimed 
their weapons — theyd obviously heard or seen the Berg's 
approach. 

“Not a good start,” Jorge said. 

One of the guards shouted something, but Thomas couldn't 
hear what he'd said. “Let's just go over there, talk to them. They 
must be immune if they have those Launchers.” 

“Unless the Cranks took over,” offered Minho, but then he 
looked at Thomas with an odd grin. “Either way, we're going 
in, and we're not leaving without Newt.” 

The group held their heads up high and slowly walked to 
the gate, making sure not to do anything that would cause 
alarm. The last thing Thomas wanted was to be shot by a 
Launcher grenade again. As they got closer, he saw that the two 
guards looked worse up close. They were filthy, sweaty and 
covered in bruises and scratches. 

They stopped at the gate and one of the guards stepped 
forward. 

“Who the hell are you people?” he asked. He had black hair 
and a moustache and was taller than his partner by a good few 
inches. “You don't look much like the science goons that come 
in sometimes. 

Jorge did the talking, just as he had at the airport when 
they'd arrived in Denver. “You wouldn't have known we were 
coming, muchacho. We're from WICKED, and one of our 
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guys got captured and taken here by mistake. We'll be picking 
him up.” 

Thomas was surprised. What Jorge had said was technically 
the truth, when he thought about it. 

The guard didn’t seem too impressed. “You think I give a 
crap about you and your fancy WICKED jobs? You're not the 
first uppity-up to drop in here and act like you own the place. 
You wanna come hang out with Cranks? Be my guest. Espe- 
cially after whar’s been going on lately.” He stepped to the side 
and made an exaggerated sweeping gesture of welcome. “Enjoy 
your stay at the Crank Palace. No refunds or exchanges if you 
lose an arm or eyeball.” 

Thomas could almost smell the tension in the air, and he 
worried that Minho would add some smart remark and send 
these guys over the edge, so he spoke up quickly. 

“What do you mean ‘whar’s been going on lately’? What's 
happening?” 

The guy shrugged. “It’s just not a very happy place, and 
that's all you need to know.” He didn't offer anything more. 

Thomas already disliked the way things were going, “Well . . 
do you know if any new” — saying Cranks didn't feel right to 
Thomas — “people were brought here in the last day or two? 
Do you have a register?” 

The other guard — short and stocky, his head shaved — 
cleared his throat, then spit. “Who you lookin’ for? A he or a 
she?” 

“A he,” Thomas answered. “His name is Newt. A little taller 
than me, blond hair, kinda long. Has a limp.” 

The guy spit again. “I might know somethin’. But knowin’ 
and tellin’ are two different things. You kids look like you got 
plenty of money. Wanna share?” 

Thomas, daring to let himself hope, looked back at Jorge, 
whose face had tightened in anger. 

Minho spoke before Jorge could. “We've got money, shuck- 
face. Now tell us where our friend is.” 
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The guard jabbed the Launcher towards them a little more 
fiercely. 

“Show me your cash cards or this conversation is over. I 
want at least a thousand.” 

“He’s got it all,” Minho said, jabbing a thumb at Jorge as his 
eyes lasered in on the guard. “Greedy slinthead.” 

Jorge pulled his card out and waved it in the air. “You'll have 
to shoot me dead to take this, and you know it won't do any 
good without my prints. You'll get your money, hermano. Now 
show us the way.” 

“All right, then,” the man said. “Follow me. And remember, 
if any of your body parts become detached due to an unfortu- 
nate encounter with a Crank, I highly advise you to leave said 
body part behind and run like hell. Unless it’s a leg, of course.” 

He turned on his heels and walked through the opened 


gate. 
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CHAPTER 36 


lhe Crank Palace was a horrible, filthy place. The short 
guard proved to be very talkative, and as they made their 
way through the chaos of the frightening domain, he pro- 
vided more information than Thomas ever would've asked for. 
He described the village for the infected as a huge set of 
rings within rings, with all the communal areas — cafeteria, 
infirmary, recreation facilities — located in the middle and then 
row upon row of poorly built housing encircling them. The 
Palaces had been conceived as humane options — refuges for the 
infected until they reached a point where the madness took 
over. After that they were shipped to:remote locations that had 
been abandoned during the worst of the sun flares. Those who 
had built the palaces had wanted to give the infected one last 
shot at a decent life before the end. Projects had sprung up near 
most remaining cities in the world. 
But the well-intended idea had gone very bad. Filling a 
place with people who had no hope and knew they were about 
to descend into a rotten, horrific spiral of insanity ended up 
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creating some of the most wretched anarchic zones ever known 
to man. With the residents well aware that there could be no 
real punishment or consequences worse than what they already 
faced, crime rates grew astronomically. And so the develop- 
ments became havens of debauchery. 

As the group walked past home after home — nothing more 
than shacks that had fallen into disrepair — Thomas imagined 
how truly awful it must be to live in such a place. Most 
windows in the buildings they passed were broken, and their 
guard explained how it had been a huge mistake to allow glass 
in the towns at all. It had become the number one source of 
weaponry. Trash littered the streets, and though he hadn't 
spotted any people yet, Thomas felt like he and his friends were 
being watched from the shadows. In the distance he heard 
someone yell a few obscenities; then a scream came from 
another direction, putting Thomas even more on edge. 

“Why don't they just close the place down?” he asked, the 
first of his group to speak. “I mean — if it's got so bad.” 

“Got so bad?” the guard asked. “Kid, bad’s a relative term. 
This is just how it is. What else are you gonna do with these 
people? You can’t leave em hanging out with the healthy folks 
in the fortressed cities. You can’t just dump em in a place full 
of Cranks way past the Gone and let ‘em get eaten alive. And 
no governments got desperate enough yet to start killing 
people as soon as they catch the Flare. This is it. And it’s a way 
for us Immunes to make some good money, since no one else 
would ever work here,” 

His statements left Thomas with a heavy dose of gloom. 
The world was in pitiful shape. Maybe he was being selfish by 
not helping WICKED complete the tests. 

Brenda spoke up — her face had been creased into a look of 
disgust since they'd entered the town. “Why don't you just tell 
it like it is — you let the infected ruin around this godforsaken 
place until they're so bad that your conscience is clean enough 
to get rid of them.” hey 
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“That about wraps it up,” the guard responded matter-of- 
factly. Thomas had a hard time disliking the guy — he mostly 
just felt sorry for him. 

They kept walking, passing row after row of houses, all of 
them broken, run-down and dirty. 

“Where is everybody?” Thomas asked. “I thought this place 
would be packed wall to wall. And what did you mean earlier 
about something happening?” 

This time the guy with the moustache answered, and it was 
good to hear another voice for a change. “Some — the lucky 
ones — are vegging on the Bliss in their homes. But most of 
them are in the Central Zone, eating or playing or up to no 
good. They're sending us too many — and faster than we can 
ship them out. Add to that the fact that we're losing Immunes 
left and right to who-knows-where, decreasing our ratio each 
and every day, and things were bound to reach a boiling point 
eventually. Let's just say this morning the water finally got hot 
enough.” 

“Losing Immunes left and right?” Thomas repeated. It 
looked like WICKED was tapping every resource they could 
for more Trials. Even if their doing so had dangerous conse- 
quences. 

“Yeah, almost half our workers have disappeared over the 
last couple months. No sign of em, no explanations. Which 
only makes my job a thousand times harder.” 

Thomas groaned. “Just keep us away from the crowds and 
put us somewhere safe until you find Newt.” 

“That's more like it,” Minho added. 

The guard merely shrugged. “Okay. As long as I get my 
money.” 

The guards finally stopped two rings away from the Central 
Zone and told the group to wait. Thomas and the others 
huddled in some shade behind one of the shacks. The cacoph- 
ony had grown louder by the minute, and now, so close to most 
of the Palace's population, it sounded as if a massive brawl was 
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taking place just around the corner. Thomas hated every 
second he sat there, waiting, listening to those awful noises, 
wondering the whole time whether the guard would come back 
at all, much less with Newt in tow. 

About ten minutes after he'd left, two people came out of a 
little hut across the narrow pathway from them. Thomas’ pulse 
quickened, and he almost got up and ran before he realised 
they didn't look threatening in the least. They were a couple, 
holding hands, and other than being a little dirty and wearing 
wrinkled and worn clothes, they seemed sane enough. 

The two approached the little group and stopped in front of 
them. “When did you get here?” the woman asked. 

Thomas fumbled for words, but Brenda spoke up. 

“We came in with the last group. We're actually looking for 
our friend who was with us. His name is Newt — blond hair, has 
a limp. Have you seen him?” 

The man answered as if hed just heard the dumbest 
question of his life. “Lots of people with blond hair around 
here — how're we supposed to tell who's who? What kind of 
name is Newt anyway?” 

Minho opened his mouth to respond, but the noise coming 
from the centre of town picked up and everyone turned to 
look. The couple gave each other concerned looks. Then, 
without a word, they scurried back inside their home. They 
closed the door and Thomas heard the click of a lock engaging. 
A few seconds later a wooden board appeared in their window, 
covering it up; a small shard of glass fell to the ground outside. 

“They look about as happy to be here as we are,” Thomas 
said. 

Jorge grunted. “Real friendly. I think T'll come back to 
visit.” 

“They obviously haven't been here long,” Brenda said. “I 
can’t imagine what that must feel like. Finding out you're 
infected, being sent to live with Cranks, seeing what you're 
about to become right intfrent of you.” 
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Thomas just shook his head slowly. Itd be misery in its 
purest form. 

“Where are those guards?” Minho asked, impatience clear in 
his tone. “How long does it take to find someone and tell ’em 
their friends are here?” 

Ten minutes later, the two guards reappeared around a 
corner. Thomas and his friends jumped to their feet. 

“What'd you find out?” Minho asked in a rush. 

The short one seemed fidgety, his eyes darting, as if he'd lost 
his brazenness from before, and Thomas wondered if a trip to 
what they'd called the Central Zone always did that to a person. 

His partner answered. “Took some asking around, but I 
think we found your guy. Looks just like you described, and he 
turned towards us when we called his name. But . . .” The 
guards exchanged an uncomfortable glance. 

“But what?” Minho pushed. 

“He said — very pointedly, I might add — to tell you guys to 
get lost.” 
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CHAPTER 37 


lhe words stabbed Thomas, and he could only imagine 
T= Minho felt. 
“Show us where he is,” his friend ordered curtly. 

The guard held up his hands. “Did you not hear what I just 
said?” 

“Your job’s not done,” Thomas insisted. He was with 
Minho one hundred per cent. It didn’t matter what Newt had 
said — if they were this close, they were going to talk to him. 

The shorter guard shook his head adamantly. “No way. You 
asked us to find your friend and we did. Give us our money.” 

“Does it look like we're with him yet?” Jorge asked. “No one 
makes a dollar until you get us all together.” 

Brenda didn't say anything, but she stood next to Jorge and 
nodded to show her support. Thomas was relieved that every- 
one was on board to go to Newt despite the message he'd sent. 

The two guards didn’t look happy at all, and they whispered 
back and forth, arguing. 

“Hey!” Minho barked, “If you want that money, let’s go!” 
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“Fine,” the guard with the moustache finally said. His 
partner gave him an exasperated glare. “Follow us.” 

They turned and headed back in the direction they'd come. 
Minho was right on their heels, and then everyone else. 

As they made their way deeper into the compound, Thomas 
kept thinking things couldn't get worse, but they did. The 
buildings were shabbier, the streets dirtier. He saw several 
people lying on the sidewalks, their heads resting on filthy bags 
or wadded-up pieces of clothing. Each one of them stared at 
the sky with a glazed expression, a look of oblivious glee. The 
Bliss was aptly named, Thomas thought. 

The guards marched ahead, sweeping their Launchers left 
and right at anyone who got within a dozen feet of them. At one 
point they passed a ravaged-looking man — his clothes torn, his 
hair matted with some kind of black goo, skin covered in rashes 
— as he fell on a drugged-out teenager and started beating him. 

Thomas stopped, wondering if they should help. 

“Don’t even think about it,” the short guard said before 
Thomas could get a word out. “Keep moving.” 

“But isn't it your job to—” 

The other guard cut him off. “Shut up and let us handle 
things. If we meddled in every squabble and catfight we saw, 
we'd never be done. We'd probably be dead. Those two can sort 
out their own problems.” 

“Just get us to Newt,” Minho said evenly. 

They continued, and Thomas tried to ignore the gargled 
scream that suddenly rose behind them. 

Finally, they reached a high wall with a big archway that led 
to an open area full of people. A sign at the top of the arch 
proclaimed in bright letters that this was the Central Zone. 
Thomas couldn't quite make out what was going on inside, but 
everyone seemed busy. 

The guards stopped, and the one with the moustache 
addressed the group. “Tm only going to ask once. Are you sure 
you want to go in there?” 
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“Yes,” Minho answered quickly. 

“Okay, then. Your friend is at the bowling alley. As soon as 
we point him out, I want our money.” 

“Let's just get moving,” Jorge growled. 

They followed the guards through the arch and entered the 
Central Zone. Then they stopped to take it all in. 

The first word that popped into Thomass mind was 
madhouse, and he realised that it was almost literally true. 

Cranks were everywhere. 

They milled about in a circular area several hundred feet 
across that was bordered by what had apparently once been 
shops and restaurants and entertainment venues. Most of them 
were run-down and closed. The majority of the infected didn’t 
seem quite as gone as the matted-hair fellow they'd seen out in 
the streets, but there was a frenzied air about the groups of 
people. To Thomas, everyone's actions and mannerisms seemed 

. exaggerated. Some people were laughing hysterically, a 
wildness in their eyes, as they slapped each others’ backs 
roughly. Others cried uncontrollably, sobbing all alone on the 
ground or walking in circles, faces in their hands. Small fights 
had broken out everywhere, and here and there youd find a 
man or woman standing still and screaming at the top of their 
lungs, faces red and necks corded. 

There were also those who huddled in groups, arms folded 
and heads snapping left and right as if they expected to be 
attacked at any second. And just as Thomas had seen in the 
outer rings, some of the Cranks were lost in the haze of 
the Bliss, smiling as they sat or lay on the ground and ignored 
the chaos. A few guards walked around, weapons held at the 
ready, but they were vastly outnumbered. 

“Remind me not to buy any real estate here,” Minho 
quipped. 

Thomas couldn't bring himself to laugh. He was filled with 
anxiety, and he desperately wanted to get this over with. 

“Where's the bowlingtalley?” he asked. 
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“Over this way,” the shorter guard said. 

He headed to the left, sticking close to the wall as Thomas 
and the others followed. Brenda walked beside Thomas, their 
arms brushing with every step. He wanted to take her hand, 
but he didn’t want to make any move that would call attention 
to himself. Everything about this place was so unpredictable he 
didn’t want to do anything he didn’t absolutely have to. 

Most of the Cranks stopped their feverish activities and 
stared at the small group of newcomers as they approached and 
walked past. Thomas kept his gaze lowered, scared that if he 
made eye contact with anyone, they might get hostile or try to 
talk to him. There were catcalls and whistles, lots of crude jokes 
or insults thrown their way as they kept moving. They passed a 
dilapidated convenience store, and Thomas could see through 
the open windows — the glass was long gone — that almost all 
the shelves were empty. There was a doctor's office and a sand- 
wich shop, but no lights shone in either one. 

Someone grabbed Thomas's shirt at the shoulder. He spun 
to see who it was as he swatted the hand away. A woman stood 
there, her dark hair messy and a scratch on her chin, but other- 
wise she seemed somewhat normal. Her face was drooping in a 
frown, and she stared at him for a moment before opening her 
mouth as wide as it would go, revealing teeth that were in good 
shape other than looking as if they hadn't been brushed in a 
while, and a tongue that was swollen and discoloured. Then she 
closed her mouth again. 

“I want to kiss you,” the woman said. “What do you say, 
Munie?” She laughed, a manic cackle that was full of snorts, 
and ran her hand lightly down Thomas's chest. 

Thomas jerked away and continued walking — he noticed 
that the guards hadn't even stopped to make sure nothing bad 
happened. 

Brenda leaned closer and whispered to him. “That might've 
been the creepiest thing yet.” 

Thomas just nodded and kept going. 
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CHAPTER 38 


lhe bowling alley didn’t have any doors — based on the 
T rust that covered the exposed hinges, they'd been 

taken offand disposed ofa long time ago. A large wooden 
sign hung above the entrance, but any words it had once 
displayed were gone, leaving only faded scratches of colour. 

“He's in there,” the guard with the moustache said. “Now 
pay up.” 

Minho stepped past him to the empty doorway and leaned 
through the opening, craning his neck to see inside. Then he 
turned around and looked at Thomas. 

“I can see him in the back,” Minho said, his face pinched 
with worry. “It’s dark in there, but it’s definitely him.” 

Thomas had been so worried about finding their old friend, 
he realised he didn't have any clue what they'd actually say to 
him. Why had he told them to get lost? 

“We want our money,” the guard repeated. 

Jorge appeared completely unfazed. “You'll get double if you 
make sure we get back to'otir Berg safely.” 
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The two guards consulted; then the shorter one took a turn 
speaking. “Triple. And we want half of it now to make sure 
you're not blowing smoke out your butts.” i 

“Thar’s a deal, muchacho.” 

As Jorge pulled out his card and touched it to the guard's, 
transferring the money, Thomas felt a grim satisfaction that 
they were stealing money from WICKED. 

“We'll wait right here,” the guard said when they were done. 

“Come on,” Minho said. He went inside the building 
without waiting for a response. 

Thomas looked at Brenda, who was frowning. 

“What's wrong?” he asked. As if there were just one thing. 

“I don't know,” she responded. “I just have a bad feeling.” 

“Yeah, you and me both.” 

She gave him a half smile and took his hand, which now he 
gladly accepted; then they went into the bowling alley with 
Jorge right behind them. 

‘As with many things since his memory had been wiped, 
Thomas had images in his mind of what a bowling alley should 
have looked like and how it functioned, but he couldn't recall 
having ever bowled. The room they stepped into was far from 
what he'd expected. 

The lanes where people had once bowled were now com- 
pletely torn up, most of the wood panels ripped out or broken. 
Sleeping bags and blankets filled the spaces now, with people 
either napping or lying in a daze as they stared at the ceiling. 
Brenda had told Thomas that only the rich could afford the 
Bliss, so he wondered how people would dare reveal to others 
that they were using it in a place like this. He imagined it 
wouldn't be long before someone decided to do whatever it 
took to get the drug from them. 

In the niches where the bowling pins used to stand, several 
fires burned, which couldn't have been very safe. But at least one 
person sat at each fire, tending it. The smell of burning wood 
wafted through the air, and a smoky haze choked the darkness. 
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Minho pointed to the far left lane, about a hundred feet 
away. Not many people were over there — most seemed to 
congregate in the middle lanes — but Thomas spotted Newt 
immediately despite the poor lighting. It was the flash of 
his long blond hair in the firelight and the familiar shape of his 
slumping body. His back was to them. 

“Here goes nothing,” Thomas whispered to Brenda. 

No one bothered them as they carefully made their way to 
Newt, picking through the maze of people dozing in blankets 
until they reached the far lane. Thomas watched where he 
walked — the last thing he wanted was to step on some Crank 
and get bitten in the leg. 

They were about ten feet away from Newt when he sud- 
denly spoke in a loud voice that echoed off the dark walls of the 
bowling alley. “I told you bloody shanks to get lost!” 

Minho stopped and Thomas almost ran into him. Brenda 
squeezed Thomas's hand, then let go, which was when he 
realised how much he'd been sweating. Hearing those words 
come out of Newt somehow let him know that it was over and 
done. Their friend would never be the same — he had only dark 
days ahead. 

“We need to talk to you,” Minho said, moving a couple of 
feet closer to Newt. He had to step over a skinny woman lying 
on her side. 

“Don't come any closer,” Newt answered. His voice was 
soft, but it was full of menace. “Those thugs brought me here 
for a reason. They thought I was a bloody Immune holed up in 
that shuck Berg. Imagine their surprise when they could tell I 
had the Flare eating my brain, Said they were doing their civic 
duty when they dumped me in this rat hole.” 

When Minho didn't say anything, Thomas spoke up, trying 
not to let Newt's words overcome him. “Why do you think 
we're here, Newt? I’m sorry you had to stay back and got caught. 
I'm sorry they brought you here. But we can break you out — it 
doesn't look like anyone gives a klunk who comes or goes.” 
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Newt slowly twisted around to face them. Thomas's 
stomach dropped when he saw that the boy had a Launcher 
clutched in his hands. And he looked ragged, like he'd been 
running and fighting and falling down cliffs for three days 
straight. But despite the anger that had pooled in his eyes, he 
hadn't been taken by madness quite yet. 

“Whoa, there,” Minho said, taking a half a step back — he 
barely missed stepping on the lady at his heels. “Slim it nice 
and calm. There’s no need to point a shuck Launcher at my face 
while we talk. Where'd you get that thing, anyway?” 

“I stole it,” Newt answered. “Took it from a guard who 
made me . . . unhappy.” 

Newt's hands were shaking slightly, which made Thomas 
nervous — the boy’s finger hovered over the trigger of the weapon. 

“Pm . . . not well,” Newt said. “Honestly, I appreciate you 
buggin’ shanks coming for me. I mean it. But this is where it 
bloody ends. This is when you turn around and walk back out 
that door and head for your Berg and fly away. Do you under- 
stand me?” 

“No, Newt, I don't understand,” Minho said, the frustration 
in his voice escalating. “We risked our necks to come to this 
place and you're our friend and we're taking you home. You 
wanna whine and cry while you go crazy, that’s fine. But you're 
gonna do it with us, not with these shuck Cranks.” 

Newt suddenly jumped to his feet, so quickly that Thomas 
almost stumbled backwards. Newt lofted the Launcher and 
pointed it at Minho. “I am a Crank, Minho! I am a Crank! 
Why can't you get that through your bloody head? If you had 
the Flare and knew what you were about to go through, would 
you want your friends to stand around and watch? Huh? 
Would you want thar?” He was shouting by the time he 
finished, and was shaking more with each passing moment. 

Minho didn’t say anything, and Thomas knew why. He 
himself was trying to find words and coming up empty. Newt's 
glare shifted to him. 
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“And you, Tommy,” the boy said, lowering his voice. “You've 
got a lot of nerve coming here and asking me to leave with you. 
A lot of bloody nerve. The sight of you makes me sick.” 

Thomas was stunned silent. Nothing anyone had ever said 
had hurt so much. Nothing. 
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CHAPTER 39 


homas couldn't think of any possible explanation for the 
Tee “What are you talking about?” he asked. 
Newt didn’t respond, just kept staring at him with 
hardened eyes, his arms shaking, his Launcher pointed at 
Thomas's chest. But then he stilled and his face softened. He 
lowered the weapon and looked at the floor. 

“Newt, I don’t get it,” Thomas persisted quietly. “Why are 
you saying all this?” 

Newt looked up again, and there was none of the bitterness 
that had been there just seconds earlier. “I'm sorry, guys. I'm 
sorry. But I need you to listen to me. I’m getting worse by the 
hour and I don't have many sane ones left. Please leave.” 

When Thomas opened his mouth to argue, Newt held up 
his hands. “No! No more talking from you. Just . . . please. 
Please leave. I’m begging you. I’m begging you to do this one 
thing for me. As sincerely as I've ever asked for anything in my 
life, I want you to do this for me. There’s a group I’ve met that 
are a lot like me and they're planning to break out and head for 
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Denver later today. I’m going with them.” 

He paused, and it took every bit of Thomas’ resolve to keep 
quiet. Why would they want to break out and go to Denver? 

“I don't expect you to understand, but I can't be with you 
guys any more. It’s gonna be hard enough for me now, and it'll 
make it worse if I know you have to witness it. Or worst of all, 
if I hurt you. So let’s say our bloody goodbyes and then you can 
promise to remember me from the good old days.” 

“I can't do that,” Minho said. 

“Shuck it!” Newt yelled. “Do you have any clue how hard it 
is to be calm right now? I said my piece and I’m done. Now get 
out of here! Do you understand me? Get out of here!” 

Someone poked Thomas's shoulder and he spun to see that 
several Cranks had gathered behind them. The person who'd 
jabbed Thomas was a tall, broad-chested man with long, greasy 
hair. He reached out again and pushed the tip of his finger into 
Thomas's chest. 

“I believe our new friend asked you people to leave him 
alone,” the guy said. His tongue snaked out to lick his lips as 
he spoke. 

“This is none of your business,” Thomas replied. He could 
sense the danger, but for some reason he didn't care. There was 
only room enough inside him to be sick about Newt. “He was 
our friend way before he came here.” 

The man slicked his hand over his oily haiz. “That boy's a 
Crank now, and so are we. That makes him our business. Now 
leave him . . . alone.” 

Minho spoke before Thomas could respond. “Hey, psycho, 
maybe your ears are clogged with the Flare. This is between us 
and Newt. You leave.” 

The man scowled, then brought up a hand to show a long 
shard of glass gripped in his fist. Blood dripped from where he 
held it. 

“I was hoping you would resist,” he snarled. “I've been 
bored.” 


te 
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` His arm flashed out, the glass slicing towards Thomas's face. 

Thomas ducked towards the floor and reached up with his 
hands to deflect the blow. But before the weapon hit him, 
Brenda stepped in and swatted the guy’s hand away, which 
sent the glass shard flying. Then Minho was on him, tackling 
the Crank to the ground. They landed on the woman hed 
stepped over earlier to get to Newt, and she screamed bloody 
murder, started flailing and kicking. Soon the three of them 
were entangled in a wrestling match. 

“Stop it!” Newt yelled. “Stop it now!” 

Thomas had been frozen in place, crouching as he waited 
for an opportunity to jump in and help Minho. But he twisted 
around to see that Newt was holding his Launcher in shooting 
position, his eyes wild with fury. 

“Stop or I'll start shooting and not give a buggin’ piece of 
klunk who gets hit.” 

The man with the greasy hair pushed his way out of the 
melee and stood up, kicking the woman in the ribs as he did so. 
She wailed as Minho got to his feet, scratches covering his face. 

The electric sound of the Launcher’s charge filled the air just 
as Thomas got a whiff of burnt ozone. Then Newt squeezed the 
trigger. A grenade smashed into Greasy Hair’s chest and light- 
ning tendrils enveloped his body as he fell screaming to the 
ground, writhing, legs rigid, drool foaming out of his mouth. 

Thomas couldn't believe the sudden turn of events. He 
looked at Newt with wide eyes, glad hed done what he had, 
and happy he hadn't aimed the Launcher at him or Minho. 

“I told him to stop,” Newt half whispered. Then he aimed 
the weapon at Minho, but it was shaking because his arms 
were. “Now you guys leave. No more discussion. I’m sorry.” 

Minho held up his hands. “You're going to shoot me? Old 

al?” 
E ENA said. “I asked nicely. Now I'm telling. This is 
hard enough. Go.” 

“Newt, let’s go outside . . .” 
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“Go!” Newt stepped closer and aimed more fiercely. “Get 
out of here!” 

Thomas hated what he was seeing — the complete wildness 
that had taken over Newt. His whole body trembled and his 
eyes had lost any hint of sanity. He was losing it, completely. 

“Lers go,” Thomas said, one of the saddest things he'd ever 
heard himself say. “Come on.” 

Minho's gaze snapped to Thomas, and he looked like his 
heart had been shattered. “You can’t be serious.” 

Thomas could only nod, 

Minho’s shoulders slumped, and his eyes fell to the floor. 
“How did the world get so shucked?” The words barely came 
out, low and full of pain. 

“Tm sorry,” Newt said, and there were tears streaming down 
his face, “I'm . . . 'm going to shoot if you don't go. Now.” 

Thomas couldn't take it for one more second. He grabbed 
Brenda by the hand, then Minho by the upper arm, started 
pulling them along towards the exit, stepping over bodies and 
winding his way through the blankets. Minho didn’t resist, 
and Thomas didn’t dare look at him, and could only hope that 
Jorge was following along. He just kept going, across the lobby, 
to the doors and through, outside into the Central Zone, into 
the chaotic crowds of Cranks. 

Away from Newt. Away from his friend and his friend's dis- 
eased brain: 
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CHAPTER 40 


here was no sign of the guards who'd escorted them there, 
T: there were even more Cranks than when theyd 
entered the bowling alley. And most of them seemed to be 
waiting for the newcomers. Theyd probably heard the sounds 
of the Launcher firing and the screams of the guy who'd been 
hit. Or maybe someone had come out to tell them. Whatever 
the case, Thomas felt as if every person looking at him were 
past the Gone and hungry for human lunch. 
“Look at these jokers,” someone called out. 
“Yeah, ain't they pretty!” another answered, “Come to play 
with the Cranks. Or are you on your way to joining us?” 
Thomas kept moving, making his way towards the arched 
entrance to the Central Zone. He'd let go of Minho’s arm but 
still held Brenda’s hand. They marched through the crowd, and 
Thomas finally had to stop meeting people's gazes. All he saw was 
madness and bloodlust and jealousy carved onto countless bleed- 
ing and mangled faces. He wanted to run but had the sense that 
if he did the whole crowd would attack like a pack of wolves. 
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They reached the arch, went through it without hesitating. 
Thomas led them down the main street, crossing through the 
rings of dilapidated houses. The ruckus of the Zone seemed to 
have started up again now that they were gone, and eerie 
sounds of crazed laughter and wild screaming followed the 
group on their trek. The farther they got from the noise, the 
less tense Thomas felt. He didn’t dare speak to ask Minho how 
he was. Plus, he knew the answer. 

They were just passing another set of broken homes when 
he heard a couple of shouts ring out, and then the sound of 
footsteps. 

“Run!” someone yelled. “Run!” 

Thomas came to a stop just as the two guards who'd aban- 
doned them came careering around the corner. They didn’t 
slow but ran towards the farthest ring of the town and the Berg. 
Neither of them had their Launchers any more. 

“Hey!” Minho shouted. “Get back here!” 

The guard with the moustache looked back. “I said run, you 
idiots! Come on!” 

Thomas didn’t take time to think. He sprinted after them, 
knowing it was the only choice. Minho, Jorge and Brenda 
followed close on his heels. He looked back to see a cluster of 
Cranks chasing them, at least a dozen. And they seemed frantic, 
as if a switch had been flipped and every one of them had 
reached the Gone at once. 

“What happened?” Minho asked through heavy breaths. 

“They dragged us away from the Zone!” the shorter man 
yelled. “I swear to God they were gonna eat us. We barely 
escaped.” 

“Dont stop running!” the other guard added. The two of 
them suddenly peeled off in another direction, down a hidden 
alley. 

Thomas and his friends continued towards the exit leading 
to their Berg. Catcalls and whistles rose from behind them, and 
Thomas risked another glimpse back for a better look at their 
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pursuers. Torn clothes, matted hair, muddied faces. But they'd 
gained no ground. 

“They can't catch us!” he yelled, just as the exterior gate 
came into view ahead of them. “Keep going, we're almost there!” 

Even so, Thomas ran faster than he'd ever run in his life — 
pushed harder even than he ever had in the Maze. The thought 
of getting caught by those Cranks filled him with horror. The 
group made it to the gate and passed through it without 
pausing. They didn’t bother to close it, just ran straight for the 
Berg, its hatch opening as Jorge pushed the buttons on his pad. 

They reached the ramp and Thomas ran up it and hurled 
himself inside, He turned to see his friends sliding to the floor 
around him, the ramp squealing as it started moving upward to 
close. The pack of Cranks chasing them would never make it in 
time, but they kept running, screaming and shouting nonsense. 
One of them reached down and picked up a rock, hurled it. 
The thing fell twenty feet short. 

The Berg rose into the air just as the door sealed shut. 

Jorge hovered the ship just a few dozen feet in the air while 
they gathered their wits. The Cranks were no threat from the 
ground — none of them had weapons. Not the ones who'd 
followed them outside the wall, at any rate. 

Thomas stood with Minho and Brenda at one of the 
viewing ports and watched the deliriously angry crowd below. 
It was hard to believe that what he was seeing was real. 

“Look at them down there,” Thomas said. “Who knows 
what they were doing a few months ago. Living in a high-rise, 
maybe, working at some office. Now they're chasing people like 
wild animals.” 

“Till tell you what they were doing a few months ago,” 
Brenda answered. “They were miserable, scared to death of 
catching the Flare, knowing it’s inevitable.” 

Minho threw his hands up. “How can you worry about 
them? Was I alone just now? With my friend? His name is 
Newt.” 
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“Nothing we could've done,” Jorge called from the cockpit. 
Thomas winced at the lack of compassion. 

Minho turned to face him. “Just shut up and fly, shuck- 
face.” 

“TIl do my best,” Jorge said with a sigh. He fiddled with 
some instruments and got the Berg moving. 

Minho slumped to the floor, almost like he'd melted. “What 
happens when he runs out of Launcher grenades?” he asked no 
one in particular, looking at an empty spot on the wall. 

Thomas had no idea how to respond, no way to express the 
sorrow that filled his chest. He sank down next to Minho on 
the ground and sat there without saying a word as the Berg rose 
higher and flew away from the Crank Palace. 

Newt was gone. 
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CHAPTER 41 


lventually, Thomas and Minho got themselves up and 
E~ to sit on a couch in the common area while Brenda 
helped Jorge in the cockpit. 

With time to think, the full reality of what had happened 
hit Thomas like a falling boulder. Ever since Thomas had 
entered the Maze, Newt had been there for him. Thomas hadn't 
realised just how much of a friend he'd become until now. His 
heart hurt. 

He tried to remind himself that Newt wasn't dead. But in 
some ways this was worse. In most ways. He'd fallen down the 
slope of insanity, and he was surrounded by bloodthirsty 
Cranks. And the prospect of never seeing him again was almost 
unbearable. 

Minho finally spoke in a lifeless voice. “Why did he do that? 
Why wouldn't he come back with us? Why would he point that 
weapon at my face?” 

“He never would've pulled the trigger,” Thomas offered, 
though he doubted it was the truth. 
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Minho shook his head. “You saw his eyes when they 
changed. Complete lunacy. I'd be fried if I'd kept pushing. He’s 
crazy, man. He’s gone wacko from top to bottom.” 

“Maybe it’s a good thing.” 

“Come again?” Minho asked as he turned to Thomas. 

“Maybe when their minds go, they're not themselves any 
more. Maybe the Newt we know is gone and he’s not aware of 
what's happening to him. So really, he’s not suffering.” 

Minho almost looked offended by the notion. “Nice try, 
slinthead, but I don't believe it. I think he'll always be there 
just enough to be screaming on the inside, deranged and 
suffering every shuck second of it. Tormented like a dude 
buried alive.” 

That image made Thomas not want to talk any more, and 
they fell silent again. Thomas stared at the same spot on the 
floor, feeling the full dread of Newt's fate, until the Berg landed 
with a thump back at the Denver airport. 

Thomas rubbed his face with both hands. “I guess we're here.” 

“I think I understand WICKED a little more now,” Minho 
said absently. “After seeing those eyes up close. Seeing the 
madness. It’s not the same when it’s someone you've known 
for so long. Ive watched plenty of friends die, but I can't 
imagine an; g worse. The Flare, man. If we could find a 
cure for that 

He didn't finish the sentence, but Thomas knew what he 
was thinking. Thomas closed his eyes for a second — nothing 
about this was black-and-white. It never would be. 

Jorge and Brenda joined them after they'd sat a while in 
silence, 

“Tm sorry,” Brenda murmured. 

Minho grunted something; Thomas nodded and gave her a 
long look, trying to let her know with his eyes how terrible he 
felt. Jorge just sat there, staring at the floor. 

Brenda cleared her throat. “I know it’s hard, but we need to 
think about what we're going to do next.” 

x 


- 196 - 


Minho flew to his feet and pointed at her. “You can think 
all you want about whatever shuck thing you want, Ms. 
Brenda. We just left our friend with a bunch of psychos.” He 
stormed out of the room. i 

Brenda's eyes fell on Thomas. “Sorry.” 

He shrugged. “It’s okay. He was with Newt for two years 
before I showed up in the Maze. Ir'll take him some time.” 

“We're really spent, muchachos,” Jorge said. “Maybe we 
should take a couple of days and rest. Think it all through.” 

“Yeah,” Thomas murmured. 

Brenda leaned towards him and squeezed his hand. “We'll 
figure something out.” 

“There’s only one place to start,” Thomas replied. “Gally’s.” 

“Maybe you're right.” She squeezed his hand once more, 
then let go and stood up. “Come on, Jorge. Let’s make some- 
thing to eat.” 

The two of them let Thomas be alone with his sorrow. 

After a dreadful meal during which no one spoke more than 
a couple of meaningless words at a time, the four of them went 
their separate ways. Thomas couldn't stop thinking about Newt 
as he wandered the Berg aimlessly. His heart sank when he 
thought about what their lost friend’s life was going to become, 
what little left of it he had. 

The note. 

Thomas stood dazed for a moment, then ran to the bath- 
room and locked the door. The note! In all the chaos of the 
Crank Palace, hed completely forgotten about it. Newt had 
said Thomas would know when the time came to read it. And 
he should’ve done it before they'd left him in that rancid place. 
If the time hadn't been right then, when would it have ever 
been? 

He pulled the envelope out of his pocket and ripped it 
open, then took out the slip of paper. The soft lights that ringed 
the mirror lit up the message in a warm glow. It was two short 
sentences: 
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Kill me. If you've ever been my friend, kill me. 


Thomas read it over and over, wishing the words would change. 

To think that his friend had been so scared that he'd had the 

foresight to write those words made him sick to his stomach. 

And he remembered how angry Newt had been at Thomas 

specifically when they'd found him in the bowling alley. Hed 

just wanted to avoid the inevitable fate of becoming a Crank. 
And Thomas had failed him. 
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CHAPTER 42 


homas decided not to tell the others about the message 

from Newt. He didn't see what possible purpose it could 

serve. It was time to move on, and he did so with a cold- 
ness that he didn’t know he had. 

They spent two nights in the Berg, resting up and talking 
plans. None of them knew much about the city or had any 
solid connections. Their conversations always returned to Gally 
and the Right Arm. The Right Arm wanted to stop WICKED. 
And if it was true that WICKED might begin the Trials all over 
again with new Immunes, then Thomas and his friends had the 
same goals as the Right Arm. 

Gally. They had to go back to Gally. 

On the morning of the third day after their run-in with 
Newt, Thomas showered, then joined the others for a quick 
meal. It was obvious how anxious everyone was to get moving 
after two days of sitting around. The plan was to go to Gally’s 
apartment and start from there. There'd been a little worry 
about what Newt had told them — that some Cranks were 
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planning to break out of the Palace and go to Denver — but 
there'd been no sign of them from the air. 

Once they were ready, Thomas and the others gathered at 
the hatch door. 

“Let me do the talking again,” Jorge said. 

Brenda nodded. “And when we get in, we'll find a cab.” 

“Fine,” Minho muttered. “Lers quit this shuck yapping 
and go.” 

Thomas couldn't have said it better himself. Movement was 
the only thing that would deaden the despair he felt about 
Newt and his dreadful note. 

Jorge pressed a button and the huge ramp of the cargo door 
started to pivot downward. The door had only opened halfway 
when they saw three people standing just outside the Berg. By 
the time the bottom edge thumped the ground, Thomas had 
realised that they weren't there with a welcome banner. 

Two men. One woman. Wearing the same metallic pro- 
tective masks as Red Shirt back in the coffee shop. The men 
held pistols and the lady had a Launcher. Their faces were 
dirt-smeared and sweaty, and some of their clothes had been 
torn, as if they'd had to fight their way through an army to get 
there. Thomas could only hope it was security being extra 
cautious. 

“What is this?” Jorge asked. 

“Shut your mouth, Munie,” one of the guys said, his mech- 
anised voice making his words all the more sinister. “Now step 
down here nice and easy, or you won't like what happens. 
Don't. Try. Anything.” 

Thomas looked past their assailants and was shocked to see 
that both gates leading into Denver were standing wide open 
and two people lay lifeless in the narrow alley leading to the 
city. 

Jorge was the first to respond. “You start firing that thing, 
hermano, and we'll be all over you like a rash. You may get one 
of us, but we'll get all thrpe of you punks,” 
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Thomas knew it was an empty threat. 

“We've got nothing to lose,” the man replied. “Give it your 
best shot. I'm pretty confident I'll nail two of you before 
anybody takes a single step.” He lifted his gun a couple of 
inches and aimed at Jorge's face. 

“Fair enough,” Jorge muttered, and put his hands in the air. 
“You win for now.” 

Minho groaned. “You are one tough slinthead.” But he 
raised his hands, too. “You guys better not drop your guard. 
That's all I’m saying.” 

Thomas knew they had no choice but to go along. He put 
up his hands and was the first to walk down the ramp. The 
others followed right behind, and they were led around to the 
back of the Berg, where an old beaten-up van waited, the 
engine rumbling. A lady in a protective mask sat at the steering 
wheel, and two others holding Launchers sat on the bench seat 
behind her. 

One of the men opened the side door, then gestured inside 
with a nod of the head, “In you go. One wrong move and 
bullets start flying. Like I said, we've got nothing to lose. And 
Ican think of a lor worse things than the world with one or two 
less Munies in it.” 

Thomas climbed into the back of the van, all the time 
working at their odds. Six versus six, he thought. But they had 
‘weapons. 

“Who's paying you to steal Immunes?” he asked as his 
friends clambered in to sit beside him. He wanted someone to 
confirm what Teresa had told Gally, that Munies were being 
rounded up and sold. 

Nobody responded. 

The three people who'd greeted them at the Berg got into 
the van and closed the doors. Then they aimed their weapons 
towards the back. 

“There's a pile of black hoods in the corner,” the lead guy 
said. “Put them on. And it won't sit well with me if I catch you 
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peeking during the ride. We like to keep our secrets nice and 
safe.” 

Thomas sighed — arguing would be pointless. He grabbed 
one of the hoods and slipped it over his head. All he saw was 
darkness as the van lurched into motion with a roar of the 
engine. 
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CHAPTER 43 


t was a smooth ride, but it seemed to last for ever. And so 
f time to think about things wasnt exactly what 

Thomas needed — especially without being able to see. He 
was nauseated by the time they finally stopped. 

When the side door of the van opened, Thomas instinc- 
tively reached up to take off his hood. 

“Don't do it,” the lead guy snapped. “Don't you dare take 
those off until we tell you to. Now get out, nice and slow. Do 
us a favour and keep yourselves alive.” 

“You sure are a tough shank,” Thomas heard Minho say. 
“Easy to do when you've got six people with guns. Why don't 
you— 

He was cut off by the thump of a hard punch, followed by 
a loud grunt. 

Hands grabbed Thomas and pulled him out of the van so 
roughly that he almost fell down. Once he got his balance, the 
person yanked again and started leading him away; Thomas 
was barely able to keep his feet under himself. 
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He kept quiet as he was led down a set of stairs and then 
down a long hallway. They stopped, and he heard the swipe of 
a key card, the click of a lock, then the creak of a door opening. 
As it did, the murmurs of hushed voices filled the air, as if 
dozens of people were waiting inside. 

The woman gave him a push and he stumbled a few steps 
forward. 

He immediately reached up and yanked the hood off his 
head, just as the door closed behind him. 

He and the others stood in a huge room filled with people, 
most of them sitting on the floor. Dull lights in the ceiling illu- 
minated the few dozen faces that stared back at them, some of 
them dirty, most of them scratched or bruised. 

A woman came forward, her face twisted by fear and 
anxiety. “What's it like out there?” she asked. “We've been in 
here for a few hours, and things were falling apart. Has it got 
worse?” 

Mote people started to approach their group as Thomas 
answered. “We were outside the city — they got us at the gates. 
What do you mean things were falling apart? What happened?” 

She looked at the floor. “The government declared a state of 
emergency, without any kind of warning. Then the police, the 
cop machines, the Flare testers — they all disappeared. All at 
once, it seemed. We got snagged by these people trying to get 
work at the city building. There wasn't even time to figure out 
what was happening or why.” 

“We were guards over at the Crank Palace,” another man 
said. “Others like us had been disappearing left and right, so we 
finally gave up and came to Denver a few days ago. We got 
nabbed at the airport, too.” 

“How'd everything get so bad, so suddenly?” Brenda asked. 
“We were here three days ago.” 

The man let out a sharp, bitter laugh. “The whole city is full 
of idiots thinking they've been containing the virus. It’s been a 
long and slow rumble, but des all finally exploded in our faces. 
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The world has no chance — the virus is too strong. Some of us 
have seen this coming for a long time.” 

Thomas's gaze wandered back to the group of people 
approaching. He froze when he saw Aris. 

“Minho, look,” he said, elbowing him and pointing. 

The boy from Group B had already broken into a grin and 
was jogging over. Behind him, Thomas could see a couple of 
girls who had been in Aris’s Maze group. Whoever these people 
were who had taken them, they were good at their job. 

Aris reached Thomas and stood in front of him as if he were 
about to give him a hug, then held out a hand instead. Thomas 
shook it. 

“Glad you guys are okay,” the boy said. 

“You too.” Seeing Aris’s familiar face made Thomas realise 
that any bitterness he'd felt about what had happened between 
them in the Scorch was gone. “Where is everyone?” 

Aris’s face darkened. “Most of them aren't with us any more. 
They got taken by another group.” 

Before Thomas could process ‘what he'd said, Teresa 
appeared. Thomas had to clear his throat to get rid of the lump 
that had suddenly formed there. “Teresa?” He felt such a flurry 
of conflicted emotions he could barely get the word out. 

“Hey, Tom.” She stepped close to him, her eyes sad. “Tm so 
glad you're okay.” Her eyes moistened with tears. 

“Yeah, you too.” Part of him hated her; part of him had 
missed her. He wanted to scream at her for leaving them 
behind at WICKED. 

“Where did you guys go?” she asked. “How did you get all 
the way to Denver?” 

Thomas was confused, “What do you mean, where did 
we go?” 

She stared at him for a few seconds. “We've got a lot to talk 
about.” 

Thomas squinted. “What're you up to now?” 

“Pm not up to . . .” Defiance gripped her voice. “There's 
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obviously been some miscommunication. Look, most of our 
group was captured by different bounty hunters yesterday — 
they've probably already been taken back and sold to 
WICKED. Including Frypan. I'm sorry.” 

An image of the cook popped into Thomas's head. He didn’t 
know if he could handle losing yet another friend. 

Minho leaned in to speak. “I can see you're as cheerful as 
always. So glad to be back in your sunshiny presence.” 

Teresa completely ignored him. “Tom, they'll be moving us 
soon, Please come talk to me. In private. Now.” 

Thomas hated the fact that he wanted to, and he tried to 
hide his eagerness. “The Rat Man already gave me his big 
speech. Please tell me you don't agree with him and think I 
should go back to WICKED.” 

“I don’t even know what you're talking about.” She paused, 
as if battling her pride. “Please.” 

Thomas stared at her for a long moment, not sure how he 
felt. Brenda was just a few feet away, and it was clear she wasn't 
happy to see Teresa. 

“Well?” Teresa asked. She motioned to their surroundings. 
“Nor a lot to do in here but wait around. Are you too busy to 
talk to me?” 

Thomas had to stop himself from rolling his eyes. He 
pointed to a couple of empty chairs in the corner of the large 
room. “Let's go, but make it quick.” 
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CHAPTER 44 


homas sat with his head against the wall, arms folded. 
T= had her legs pulled up under her, sitting so that she 

faced him. Minho had warned him not to listen to a word 
she said as they'd walked away. 

“So,” Teresa said. 

“So.” 

“Where do we start?” 

“This was your idea. You tell me. We can be done if you 
don't have anything to say.” 

Teresa sighed. “Maybe you could start by giving me the 
benefit of the doubt and quit acting like a jerk. Yes, I know I 
did things in the Scorch, but you also know why I did them — 
to save you in the long run. I didn’t know it was all about 
Variables and patterns then. How about giving me a little 
credit? Talk to me like a regular person.” 

Thomas let silence fill the air for a few moments before he 
answered. “Okay, fine. But you left me behind at WICKED, 
which shows you—” 
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“Tom!” she yelled, looking as if she'd been slapped. “We did 
not leave you behind! What are you talking about?” 

“What are you talking about?” Thomas was thoroughly 
confused now, 

“We didn’t leave you behind! We came after you. You left us 
behind!” 

Thomas could only stare at her. “Do you really think Pm 
that stupid?” 

“All anyone talked about at the complex was that you, Newt 
and Minho had broken out and were in the surrounding forest 
somewhere. We looked but didn't see any sign of you. I've been 
hoping ever since that somehow you made it back to civilisa- 
tion. Why do you think I was so thrilled to see you alive!” 

Thomas felt a stirring of familiar anger. “How can you 
possibly expect me to believe that? You probably knew exactly 
what Rat Man tried to tell me — that they needed me, that I’m 
the so-called Final Candidate.” 

Teresa slouched. “You think I'm the most evil person to ever 
walk the earth, don't you?” She didn’t wait for him to answer 
her, though. “If you had just got your memories back like you 
were supposed to, you'd see that I’m the same Teresa I've always 
been, I did what I did in the Scorch to save you, and I've been 
trying to make up for it ever since.” 

Thomas was having a hard time staying angry — she didn’t 
seem to be acting. “How can I believe you, Teresa? How?” 

She looked up at him, and her eyes were glassy. “I swear to 
you, I don't know everything about the Final Candidate — that 
stuff was developed after we went to the Maze, so I have no 
memories of that. But what I did learn was that WICKED 
doesn't intend to stop the Trials until they get their blueprint. 
They're preparing to start another round, Thomas. WICKED 
is gathering more Immunes to begin testing if the Trials didn’t 
work. And I can’t do it again. I left to find you. That's it.” 

Thomas didn’t respond. A part of him wanted to believe. 
Desperately. rs 
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“Tm so sorry,” Teresa said through a sigh. She looked away 
and ran her hand through her hair. She waited several seconds 
before she looked at him again. “All I can tell you is that I’m 
torn up inside. Ripped apart. I did believe that a cure could 
happen, and I knew they needed you to do it. It’s different now. 
Even with my memories back I can't think the same way I did 
before. I can see now that things will never end.” 

She stopped talking, but Thomas had nothing to say. He 
searched Teresa's face and saw a pain unlike any he'd ever seen 
before. She was telling the truth. 

She didn’t wait for him to speak before she continued. “So 
I made a deal with myself, I'd do whatever it took to make up 
for my mistakes. I wanted to save my friends first, and then 
other Immunes, if possible. And look what a great job I did.” 

Thomas searched for words. “Well, we haven't done much 
better, have we?” 

Her eyebrows rose. “Were you hoping to stop them?” 

“We're about to be sold back to WICKED, so what does it 
matter?” 

She didn’t answer right away. Thomas would've given any- 
thing to be inside her head — and not in the old way. For a brief 
moment he felt sad, knowing they'd shared countless hours 
together that he no longer had any memory of. They'd been 
best friends once. 

She finally said, “If somehow we could do something, I hope 
that you'd find a way to trust me again. And I know we can con- 
vince Aris and the others to help us. They feel the same way I do.” 

Thomas knew he had to be careful. It was strange that she 
only agreed with him about WICKED now that she'd got her 
memories back. 

“We'll see what happens,” he finally said 

She frowned deeply. “You really don’t trust me, do you?” 

“We'll see what happens,” he repeated. Then he stood up 
and walked away, hating the look of hurt on her face. And 
hating himself for caring after everything she'd done to him. 


- 209 - 


CHAPTER 45 


lhomas found Minho sitting with Brenda and Jorge when 
T: returned, and Minho didn’t seem happy to see him. 

He gave Thomas a nasty look. “So what did that shuck 
traitor have to say?” 

Thomas sat down beside him. Several strangers had 
gathered closer, and he could tell they were listening in. 

“Well?” Minho pushed. 

“She said that the reason they escaped was because they 
found out WICKED plans to start all over again if they have 
to. That they were rounding up Immunes — just like Gally told 
us. She swears that somehow they were led to believe that we'd 
already broken out — and that they looked for us.” Thomas 
paused — he knew Minho wouldn't like the next part. “And 
she'd help us if she can.” 

Minho just shook his head. “You're a slinthead. You shouldn't 
have talked to her.” 

“Thanks.” Thomas rubbed his face. Minho was right. 

“Hate to barge in Here, muchachos,” Jorge said. “You can 
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talk all day about this crap, but it means diddly unless we can 
get ourselves out of this nice little place. No matter who's on 
whose side.” - 

Just then the door to the room opened and three of their 
captors walked in with big sacks stuffed full of something. A 
fourth followed, armed with a Launcher and a pistol. He swept 
the room, looking for trouble, and the others started passing 
out what was inside the bags — bread and bottles of water. 

“How do we always get into these messes?” Minho asked. 
“At least we used to be able to blame everything on WICKED.” 

“Yeah, well, we still can,” Thomas murmured. 

Minho grinned. “Good. Those shuck-faces.” 

An uneasy silence settled on the room as the kidnappers 
moved around. People began to eat. Thomas realised that 
they'd have to whisper if they wanted to keep talking. 

Minho nudged Thomas. “Only one of them has a weapon,” 
he whispered. “And he doesn't look so bad. I bet I could take 
him.” 

“Maybe,” Thomas answered under his breath. “But don't do 
anything stupid — he’s got a gun as well as a Launcher. And 
trust me, you don’t want to get shot by either.” 

“Yeah, well, you trust me this time.” Minho gave Thomas a 
wink, to which Thomas could only sigh. The odds were not 
good that what was about to happen would go unnoticed. 

The kidnappers approached Thomas and Minho and 
stopped at their little group. Thomas took a roll and a bottle of 
water, but when the man tried to hand some bread to Minho, 
he swatted it away. 

“Why would I take anything from you? It’s probably poi- 
soned.” 

“You wanna go hungry, fine by me,” 
moving on. 

He had nearly passed them when Minho suddenly leaped to 
his feet and tackled the man holding the Launcher. Thomas 
flinched as it slipped out of the guy's grip and discharged, 


the guy replied, 
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sending a grenade up towards the ceiling, where it crashed in a 
display of lightning. The kidnapper was still on the ground 
when Minho started punching him, struggling to grab the 
man’s pistol with his free hand. 

For a moment, everyone froze. But then movement 
exploded all at once before Thomas could react. The three 
other guards dropped their bags to go after Minho, but before 
they could take a step they had six people on them, throwing 
them to the ground. Jorge helped Minho drag the guard to the 
floor and was stomping the man’s arm until he finally let go of 
the pistol he'd pulled from his belt; Minho kicked it across the 
floor, and a woman picked it up. Thomas saw that Brenda had 
grabbed the Launcher. 

“Stop!” she shouted, aiming the weapon at the kidnappers. 

Minho stood up, and as he stepped away from the man on 
the ground, Thomas could see that the guy's face was covered 
in blood. People were already dragging the other three guards 
over to lie next to their partner, lining them up so that all four 
were on their backs in a row. 

It had all happened so fast, Thomas hadn't moved from his 
spot on the floor, but he immediately got to work. 

“We have to get them to talk,” he said. “We have to hurry 
before backup comes.” 

“We should just shoot them in the head!” a man called out. 
“Shoot them and get out of here.” A few others shouted their 
agreement. 

Thomas realised that the group had turned into a mob. If 
he wanted information he had to work fast — before things fell 
apart. He stood and made his way over to the woman with the 
gun and convinced her to hand it to him; then he turned and 
knelt beside the man who'd given him the bread. 

Thomas put the gun to the guy's temple. “I’m going to 
count to three. You either start telling what WICKED plans to 
do with us and where you were going to meet them or I'll pull 
the trigger. One.” 
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The man didn’t hesitate. “WICKED? We got nothing to do 
with WICKED.” 

“You're lying. Two.” 

“No, I swear! This has nothing to do with them! At least as 
far as I know.” 

“Oh really? Then you want to explain why you're out 
kidnapping a bunch of immune people?” 

The man's eyes flickered to his friends, but then he 
answered, looking straight at Thomas. “We work for the Right 
Arm.” 
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CHAPTER 46 


5 hat do you mean you work for the Right Arm?” 
Thomas asked. It made no sense. 

“What do you mean what do I mean?” the man 
said, despite the gun at his head. “I work for the freaking Right 
Arm. Why's that so hard to understand?” 

Thomas pulled the gun away and sat back, confused. “Then 
why would you be out capturing Immunes?” 

“Because we want to,” he said, eyeing the lowered weapon. 
“You ain't got no business knowin’ nothing else.” 

“Shoot him and move on to the next one,” someone in the 
crowd called out. 

Thomas leaned back in, pressed the gun against the man’s 
temple again. “You're awfully brave considering I'm the one 
with the gun. I'll count to three one more time. Tell me why 
the Right Arm would want Immunes or I'll just have to assume 
you're lying. One.” 

“You know I ain‘ttlying, kid.” 


“Two.” 
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“You ain't gonna kill me. I can see it in your eyes.” 

The man had called his bluff. There was no way Thomas 
could just shoot some stranger in the head. He sighed, pulled 
the gun away. “If you work for the Right Arm, then we're sup- 
posed to be on the same side. Just tell us what's going on.” 

The guy sat up, slowly, and so did his three friends, the 
bloody-faced man groaning with the effort. 

“If you want answers,” one said, “then you'll have to ask the 
boss. We seriously don’t know anything.” 

“Yeah,” added the man next to Thomas. “We're nobodies.” 

Brenda stepped closer with her Launcher. “And how do we 
get to this boss of yours?” 

The man shrugged. “I have no idea.” 

Minho groaned and snatched the gun from Thomas's 
hands. “I’ve had enough of this klunk.” He pointed the weapon 
at the man’s foot. “Fine, we won't kill you, but your toe’s gonna 
be smarting something real awful in three seconds if you don't 
start talking. One.” 

“Tm telling you, we don't know nothin’.” The guy’s face was 
pinched in anger. 

“Fine,” Minho replied. He fired the gun. 

Thomas watched in shock as the man grabbed his foot, 
wailing in agony. Minho had shot him right in the pinkie toe — 
that part of the shoe and the toe itself were completely gone, 
replaced by a bleeding wound. 

“How could you do that?” the guard next to him on the 
ground yelled as she moyed to help her friend. She pulled a wad 
of napkins from her pants and pressed them against his foot. 

Thomas was shocked that Minho had actually done it, but 
he had to respect the guy. Thomas couldn't have pulled the 
trigger, and if they didn’t get answers now, they never would. 
He looked over at Brenda, and her shrug showed that she agreed. 
‘Teresa was watching from a distance, her face unreadable. 

Minho kept at it. “Okay, while she’s working on that poor 
foot of his, someone better start talking. Tell us what's going on 
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or we're going to lose another toe.” He waved the pistol at the 
lady, then the other two guys. “Why are you kidnapping people 
for the Right Arm?” 

“We told you, we don't know anything,” the woman 
answered, “They pay us and we do what they ask.” 

“And you?” Minho asked, pointing the gun at one of the 
men. “You wanna say something — save a toe or two?” 

He held up his hands. “I swear on the life of my mum I 
don’t know anything. But . . .” 

He seemed to regret that last part immediately. His gaze 
shot to his friends and his face paled. 

“But what? Spill it — I know you're hiding something.” 

“Nothing.” 

“Do we really need to keep playing this game?” Minho 
moved the gun directly up against the man’s foot. “I'm done 
counting.” 

“Stop!” the guard yelled. “Okay, listen. We could take a 
couple of you back with us to ask them yourselves. I don't know 
if they'll let you talk to the one in charge, but they might. I'm 
not getting my toe shot off for no good reason.” 

“All right, then,” Minho said, taking a step back and 
gesturing for the guy to stand up. “See, that wasn't so bad. Let's 
go visit this boss of yours. Me, you and my friends.” 

The room burst into a rush of voices. No one wanted to be 
left behind and no one was going to be quiet about it. 

The woman who'd brought in the water stood up and 
started yelling. The crowd went silent. “You people are a lot 
safer here! Just trust me on that one. If all of us tried to make 
it to where we'd need to go, I can guarantee half wouldn't get 
there. If these guys want to see the boss, then let them risk their 
necks. A gun and a Launcher aren't going to do a bit of good 
out there. But in here we have a locked door and no windows.” 

When she finished, another chorus of complaints filled the 
room. The woman turned to Minho and Thomas and spoke 
over the noise. “Listen, it's dangerous out there, I wouldn't take 
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more than a couple of people. The more you have, the more 
likely you'll be seen.” She paused and scanned the room, “And 
I'd go soon if I were you. From the looks of it, these people are 
only going to get antsier. Pretty soon there'll be no way to hold 
them off. And out there. . .” 

She pursed her lips together tightly, then continued. “There 
are Cranks everywhere. They're killing anything that moves.” 
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CHAPTER 47 


inho pointed his gun at the ceiling and fired, making 
Me jump. The noise of the crowd collapsed into 
complete silence. 

Minho didn't need to say a word. He gestured to the woman 
to speak. 

“Ies crazy out there. It’s all happened really quickly. Like 
they've been hiding and waiting for a signal or something. This 
morning the police were overpowered and the gates were 
opened. Some Cranks from the Palace joined them. They're 
everywhere now.” 

She paused and took the time to meet a few gazes. yi 
promise you don't want to go out there. And I promise that 
were the good guys. I don’t know what the Right Arm has 
planned, but I do know that part of it includes getting all of us 
out of Denver.” 

“Then why are you treating us like prisoners?” someone 
yelled. 

“Tm just doing wpat I was hired to do.” She turned her 
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attention back to Thomas and continued. “I think it’s a stupid 
idea to leave this place, but like I said, if you're going to, you 
can’t take more than a couple of people. Those Cranks spot a 
big group of fresh meat walking around and it’s all over. 
‘Weapons or no weapons. And the boss might not like it if a 
crowd shows up — our guards see a van full of strangers and they 
might start shooting.” 

“Brenda and I will go,” Thomas said. He didn't even know 
he was going to say it until it popped out of his mouth. 

“No way,” Minho shook his head. “Me and you.” 

Minho was a-liability. His temper was too short. Brenda 
thought before she acted, and that was what they needed to get 
out of this alive. And Thomas didn’t want to let her out of his 
sight — plain and simple. “Me and her. We did pretty well for 
ourselves back in the Scorch. We can do it.” 

“No way, man!” Thomas could swear his friend almost 
looked hurt. “We shouldn't split up. All four of us should go — 
it'll be safer.” 

“Minho, we need someone back here:to watch over things,” 
Thomas said, and he meant it. This was a whole roomful of 
people who might be able to help them take WICKED down. 
“Plus, I hate to say it, but what if something does happen to us? 
Stay behind and make sure our plans don't die. They've got 
Frypan, Minho. Who knows who else. You said once that I 
should be the Keeper of the Runners. Well, let me do it today. 
Trust me. Like the lady said, the fewer we are, the better our 
chance of going unnoticed.” 

Thomas looked his friend in the eye and waited for a 
response. Minho didn’t answer for a long time. 

“Fine,” he finally said. “Bur if you die I will not be happy.” 

Thomas nodded. “Good that.” He hadn't realised how 
important it was that Minho still believe in him. It went 
halfway to giving him the courage he needed to do what he had 
to do. 

The man who'd said they could take Thomas and his friends 
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to the boss ended up being the one to guide them. His 
name was Lawrence, and regardless of what was outside, he 
seemed eager to get out of the room full of angry people. 
He unlocked the big door and gestured for Thomas and Brenda 
to follow him — Thomas with the pistol and Brenda with the 
Launcher. 

The group made their way back down the long hallway and 
Lawrence stopped at the door leading out of the building. The 
dull light from the ceiling shone on the man’s face, and Thomas 
could see that he was worried. 

“Okay, we have to make a decision. If we go on foot, it'll 
take a couple of hours, but we have a’ lor better chance of 
getting through the streets. We can hide on foot easier than if 
we take the van. The van would get us there faster, but we'd be 
spotted for sure.” 

“Speed versus stealth,” Thomas said. He looked at Brenda. 
“What do you think?” 

“The van,” she said. 

“Yeah,” Thomas agreed. The image of the bloody-faced 
Crank from the day before haunted him. “The thought of 
being out there on foot scares me to death. The van, definitely.” 

Lawrence nodded. “Okay, then, the van it is. Now keep 
your mouths shut and those weapons ready. First thing we 
gotta do is get in the vehicle and lock the doors. Irs right 
outside this door. Ready?” 

Thomas raised his eyebrows at Brenda and they both 
nodded. As ready as they'd ever be. 

Lawrence pulled a stack of key cards out of his pocket and 
unlocked the many latches lined up on the wall. He clenched 
the cards in his fist and pushed his body up against the door, 
then slowly cracked it open. It was dark outside, a lone street- 
lamp providing the only light. Thomas wondered how long the 
electricity would hold up before it stopped, like everything else 
eventually would. Denver could be dead in days. 

He could see the wan, parked in a narrow alley about twenty 
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feet away. Lawrence peeked his head outside, looked left and 
right, then pulled it back in. 

“Seems clear. Let's go.” ; 

The three slipped out, and Thomas and Brenda sprinted to 
the van as Lawrence secured the door behind them. Thomas 
felt like a live wire. Anxiety had him glancing up and down the 
street, sure hed see a Crank jump out at any second. But 
though he could hear the far-off sound of crazed laughter, the 
place was deserted. 

The van's locks disengaged and Brenda opened the door and 
slid inside just as Lawrence did. Thomas joined them in the 
front seat and slammed the door shut. Lawrence immediately 
engaged the locks and started the engine. He was just about to 
gun it when a loud pop came from right above their heads and 
the van shook with a couple of thumps. Then silence. Then the 
muted sound of a cough. 

Someone had jumped onto the roof of the van. 
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CHAPTER 48 


he van shot forward, Lawrence’s hands gripped tightly on 
the wheel. Thomas turned and looked out of the back 


windows — but there was nothing. Somehow, the person 
on top of the van was hanging on. 

Just as Thomas spun back around, a face started creeping 
down the front windshield, staring at them upside down. It was 
a woman, her hair whipping in the wind as Lawrence sent the 
van tearing down the alleyway at breakneck speed. The 
woman's eyes met Thomas's, and then she smiled, showing a set 
of surprisingly perfect teeth. 

“What's she holding onto?” Thomas yelled. 

Lawrence answered, his voice strained. “Who knows. But 
she can't last long.” 

The woman's eyes stayed locked on Thomas, but she had 
freed one of her hands and balled it into a fist, then started 
pounding the window. Thump, thump, thump. Her smile 
stayed wide, her teeth almost glistening in the lamplight. 

“Would you pleast get rid of her?” Brenda shouted. 
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“Fine.” Lawrence slammed on the brakes. 

The woman flew into the air, shooting forward like a 
launched grenade, her arms windmilling and her legs splayed, 
until she crashed to the ground. Thomas winced and squeezed 
his eyes shut, then strained to get a look at her, Shockingly, she 
was already moving, shakily getting to her feet. She regained 
her balance, then turned slowly towards them, the headlights 
from the van brightly illuminating every inch of her. 

She was no longer smiling, not at all. Instead her lips had 
curled into a fierce snarl; a big welt reddened the side of her 
face. Her eyes bore into Thomas once more, and he shivered. 

Lawrence gunned the engine, and the Crank looked like she 
was going to hurl herself in front of the vehicle, as if she could 
somehow stop it, but at the last second she pulled back and 
watched them pass. Thomas couldn't take his eyes off her, 
and in his last glimpse, her face melted into a frown and her 
eyes cleared, as if she'd just realised what she'd done. As if there 
was something left of the person she used to be. 

And seeing that made it worse for Thomas. “She was like a 
mix of sane and not sane.” 

“Just be glad she was the only one,” Lawrence muttered. 

Brenda squeezed Thomas's arm. “It’s hard to look at. I know 
how it felt for you and Minho to see what'd happened to 
Newt.” 

Thomas didn’t answer, but he put his hand on top of hers. 

They reached the end of the alley, and Lawrence swerved to 
the right onto a bigger street. Small groups of people dotted the 
area up ahead. A few were struggling as if they were fighting, 
but most were digging through rubbish or eating things 
Thomas couldn't quite make out. Several haunted, ghostly faces 
just stood and stared at them with dead eyes as they drove by. 

No one in the van said anything, as if they were afraid that 
speaking would somehow alert the Cranks outside. 

“I can't believe it happened so fast,” Brenda finally said. 
“You think they were somehow planning to take over Denver? 
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Could they really organise something like that?” 

“Hard to know,” Lawrence replied. “There were signs. 
Locals disappearing, reps from the government disappearing, 
more and more infecteds being discovered. But it looks like a 
huge number of them suckers hid out, waiting for the right 
time to make their move.” 

“Yeah,” Brenda said. “It seems like it was a matter of Cranks 
finally outnumbering healthy people. Once the balance tipped, 
it tipped all the way over.” 

“Who cares how it happened,” Lawrence said. “The only 
thing that matters is how it is. Look around us. The place is a 
nightmare now.” He slowed down to make a tight turn into a 
long alley. “Almost there. We need to be more careful now.” He 
turned off the headlights, then picked up speed again. 

As they drove, it became darker and darker, until Thomas 
couldn't see anything more than large, formless shadows that he 
kept imagining would suddenly leap out in front of them. 
“Maybe you shouldn't drive so fast.” 

“We'll be fine,” the man replied. “I've driven this route a 
thousand times. I know it like the back of my—” 

Thomas flew forward and was snapped back by the seat 
belt. They'd run over something, and it was caught beneath the 
van — metal, from the sound of it. The van bounced a couple 
of times, then came to a stop. 

“What was that?” Brenda whispered. 

«I don't know,” Lawrence responded in an even quieter 
voice, “Probably a trash can or something. Scared the crap out 
of me.” 

He inched forward and a loud, scraping screech filled the 
air, Then came a thump and another crash and everything fell 
silent. 

“Gor her loose,” Lawrence murmured, not bothering to 
hide his relief. He continued, but slowed to a fraction of his 
earlier speed. 

“Maybe you shoufdsturn the lights back on?” Thomas 
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suggested, amazed at how fast his heart was beating. “I can't see 
a thing out there.” 

“Yeah,” Brenda added. “I'm pretty sure anyone out there 
heard that racket anyway.” 

“I guess so.” Lawrence turned them on. 

The headlights illuminated the entire alley in a spray of 
bluish white light that, compared to the previous darkness, 
seemed brighter than the sun. Thomas squinted at the glare, 
then opened his eyes fully and a bloom of horror rose up in 
him. About twenty feet in front of them, at least thirty people 
had emerged and now stood packed together, completely 
blocking the road, 

Their faces were pale and haggard, scratched and bruised. 
Ripped, filthy clothes hung from their bodies. They stood 
there, every one of them looking into the bright lights as if they 
weren't fazed in the least. They were like standing corpses, 
raised from the dead. 

Thomas shivered from the chill that iced his body. 

The crowd started to part. They moved in sync, and a large 
space cleared in the middle as they backed to the sides of the 
alley. Then one of them waved an arm, gesturing that the van 
should go ahead and drive past. 

“These are some awfully polite Cranks,” Lawrence whispered. 
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CHAPTER 49 


A aybe they're not past the Gone yet?” Thomas 
M even though the statement sounded stupid 
even to him. “Or not in the mood to get run over by 

a big van?” 

“Well, gun it,” Brenda said. “Before they change their mind.” 

To Thomas’ relief, Lawrence did just that; the van shot 
forward and he didn't slow down. The Cranks lining the walls 
stared at them as they sailed past. Seeing them close up — the 
scratches and blood and bruises, those maddened eyes — made 
Thomas shiver again. 

They were just approaching the end of the group when 
several loud pops sounded and the van jolted and swerved to 
the right. Its front end slammed into the wall of the alley, 
pinning two Cranks against it. Thomas stared in horror 
through the windshield as they screamed in agony and beat 
bloody fists against the front of the vehicle. 

“What the hell?” Lawrence bellowed as he put the van in 
reverse. 


. They screeched backwards several feet, the vehicle shaking 
horribly. The two Cranks fell to the ground and were immedi- 
ately attacked by the ones closest to the front of the van. 
Thomas quickly looked away, filled with a nauseating terror. 
On all sides, Cranks started thumping the van with their fists. 
Ac the same time, the tyres were spinning and squealing, unable 
to gain traction. The combination of noises was like something 
from a nightmare, 

“What's wrong?” Brenda yelled. 

“They did something to the tyres! Or the axles. Something!” 

Lawrence kept switching the van from reverse to drive, but 
each time it only went a few feet. A lady with wild hair 
approached the window to Thomas's right. She was holding a 
huge shovel in both hands, and he watched as she raised it over 
her head, then swung it down against the window. The glass 
didn't give. 

“We really need to get out of here!” Thomas shouted. Help- 
less, he didn't know what else to say. They'd been stupid to let 
themselves fall into such an obvious trap. 

Lawrence kept shifting gear and hitting the gas, but they 
merely jerked back and forth. A series of familiar thumps 
sounded from the roof. Someone was up there. Cranks were 
attacking all the windows now, with everything from wooden 
sticks to their own heads. The lady outside Thomas's window 
didn’t give up, smacking her shovel into the glass over and over 
again. Finally, the fifth or sixth time she did it, a hairline crack 
shot across the window. 

The growing panic made Thomas’ throat constrict. “She's 
going to smash it!” 

“Get us out of here!” Brenda said at the same time. 

The van moved a few inches, just enough to make the 
woman miss with her next swing. But someone slammed a 
sledgehammer into the windshield from above and a huge 
spider web blossomed like a white flower in the glass. 

Again the van jolted backwards. The man holding the 
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sledgehammer tumbled onto the front hood before he could 
slam the glass again and landed in the street. A Crank with a 
long gash on top of his bald head yanked the tool from the 
man’s grip and got two more whacks in before a group of other 
people started fighting him for his weapon. The cracks in the 
windshield almost completely obscured the view from inside 
the van. The sound of breaking glass came from the rear; 
Thomas spun around to see an arm wriggling through a gash 
in the window, the jagged edges tearing its skin. 

Thomas unbuckled his seat belt and squirmed into the back 
of the van. He grabbed the first thing he found, a long plastic 
tool with a brush on one end and a sharp edge on the other — 
a snow pick — and crawled over the middle row of seats; he 
slammed the thing into the Crank’s arm, then again, then a 
third time. Screaming, whoever it was pulled their arm out, 
knocking pieces of glass onto the cement outside. 

“You want the Launcher?” Brenda called back to him. 

“No!” Thomas shouted. “It’s too big inside the van. Grab 
the gun!” 

The van lurched forward, then stopped again; Thomas 
smacked his face on the back of the middle bench, and pain 
shot through his cheek and jaw. He turned to see a man and 
woman tearing away at the remaining glass in the broken 
window. Blood from their hands oozed down both sides of the 
hole as it got bigger. 

“Here!” Brenda yelled from behind him. 

He turned and took the gun from her, then aimed and fired, 
once, then twice, and the Cranks fell to the ground, any 
screams of agony drowned out by the awful noise of the squeal- 
ing tyres and overworked engine, the pounding of the Cranks’ 
attack, 

“I think we're almost loose!” Lawrence shouted. “I don’t 
know what the hell they did!” 

Thomas turned to look at him; he was covered in sweat. 
A hole had appeared at the middle of the spider web on the 

te 


-228 - 


windshield. Cracks completely lined the other windows — 
almost nothing outside was visible any more. Brenda held her 
Launcher, ready to use it if things got completely hopeless. 

The van went backwards, then forwards, then backwards 
again. It seemed to be under a little more control, was shaking 
less than it had been. Two sets of arms came through the big 
hole in the back, and Thomas let off two more shots. They 
heard screams, and a woman's face — twisted into a hideous 
scowl, her every tooth edged with grime — appeared at the 
window. 

“Just let us in, boy,” she said, her words barely audible. “All 
we want is food. Just give us some food. Let me in!” 

She screamed the last few words and pushed her head 
through the opening as if she actually thought she could fit. 
Thomas didn't want to shoot her but held the gun up, readied 
himself in case she somehow managed to get inside, But when 
the van bolted forward again, she fell out, leaving the edges of 
the broken window covered in blood. 

Thomas braced himself for the van to go backwards again. 
But after a short, jolting stop, it went forward several more feet, 
turning in the right direction. Then a few more. 

“I think I’ve got it!” Lawrence yelled. 

Again forward, this time maybe ten feet. The Cranks fol- 
lowed as best they could — the short moment of silence as they 
were left behind didn’t last, though. Soon the screams and 
thumps and bangs began all over again. A man reached through 
the hole in the back with a long knife, started slashing left and 
right at anything and nothing. Thomas lifted his gun and fired. 
How many had he killed? Three? Four? Had he killed them? 

With one last long, terrible squeal, the van shot forward and 
then didn't stop. It bounced a couple of times as it ran over the 
Cranks who'd been in their path; then it smoothed out and 
picked up speed. Thomas looked out the back, saw bodies 
falling off the roof and onto the street. The remaining Cranks 
gave chase, but soon they were all left behind. 
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Thomas collapsed onto the seat, lying on his back, staring 
up at the dented roof. He sucked in huge, heavy breaths, tried 
to regain control of his emotions. He was barely aware of 
Lawrence turning off the one headlight that hadn't been 
smashed, making two more turns, then slipping through an 
open garage door that closed as soon as they cleared it. 
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CHAPTER 50 


hen the van pulled to a stop and Lawrence shut off the 
Wee silence enveloped Thomas’s world. The only 

thing he heard was the rush of pumping blood inside 
his head. He closed his eyes and tried to slow his breathing. 
Neither of the other two said anything for a couple of minutes, 
until Lawrence broke the silence. 

“They're out there, surrounding us, waiting for us to get out.” 

Thomas forced himself to sit up and face the front again. 
Outside the broken windows, it was totally dark. 

“Who?” Brenda asked. 

“The boss's guards. They know this is one of their vans, but 
they won't approach us until we get out and show ourselves. 
They need to confirm who we are — I'd guess we have about 
twenty weapons aimed at us right now,” 

“So what do we do?” Thomas asked, not ready for another 
confrontation. 

“We get out, nice and slow. They'll recognise me soon 
enough.” 
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Thomas crawled over the seats. “Do we get out at the same 
time, or should just one of us go first?” 

“TIl get out first, tell them it’s okay. Wait until I knock on 
the window to get out,” Lawrence answered. “Ready?” 

“T guess,” Thomas sighed. 

“Tt would really suck,” Brenda said, “if we went through all 
that just to have them shoot us. I’m sure I look like a Crank 
right about now.” 

Lawrence opened his door and Thomas waited, anxious for 
his cue. The loud rap on the frame of the van startled Thomas, 
but he was ready. 

Brenda eased her door open slowly, and stepped out. 
Thomas followed her, straining to see in the darkness, but the 
room was pitch-black. 

A loud click sounded and the place was instantly flooded 
with bright white light. Thomas threw his hands up and 
squeezed his eyes shut, then, shielding himself, squinted to see 
what was going on. A huge spotlight mounted on a tripod was 
pointed directly at them. He could just make out the silhou- 
ettes of two figures on either side of it. Scanning the rest of the 
room, he saw that there were at least a dozen other people, all 
holding various types of weapons, just as Lawrence had said 
there would be. 

“Lawrence, is that you?” a man called out, his voice echoing 
against concrete walls, It was impossible to tell which person 
had spoken. 

“Yeah, it’s me.” 

“What happened to our van, and who are these people? Tell 
me you didn’t bring infecteds in here.” 

“We got jumped by a huge group of Cranks down the alley 
a ways. And these guys are Munies — they forced me to bring 
them to you. They want to see the boss.” 

“Why?” the man asked. 

“They said—” 

The man cut Lawrence off. “No, I want to hear it from 
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them. State your names, why you forced our man to come here 
and destroy one of the few vehicles we have left. And it better 
be a good reason.” 

Thomas and Brenda exchanged a look to see who should 
talk and Brenda nodded to him. 

He returned his gaze to the spotlight, focusing on the 
person to the right of it. That was his best guess at who'd been 
doing the talking. “My name is Thomas. This is Brenda. We 
know Gally — we were with him at WICKED and he told us 
about the Right Arm and what you guys are doing a few days 
ago. We were on board to help, but not like this. We just want 
to know what youre planning, why you're kidnapping immune 
people and locking them up. I thought that was WICKED 
kind of stuff.” 

Thomas didnt know what hed expected, but the guy 
started to chuckle, “I think I'll let you see the boss just so you 
get the damn idea out of your head that we'd ever do anything 
like WICKED.” 

Thomas shrugged. “Fine. Let us see your boss.” The man 
seemed sincere in his disgust with WICKED. But it still didn’t 
make sense why they'd taken all those people. 

“You better not be blowing things out your butt, kid,” the 
guy said. “Lawrence, bring them in. Somebody else check the 
van for weapons.” 

Thomas kept silent as he and Brenda were led up two flights 
of dingy metal stairs. Then through a weathered wooden door, 
down a dirty hallway with one lightbulb and wallpaper peeling 
from the walls, then finally to a large space that might've been 
a nice conference room fifty years earlier. Now all it held was a 
big, scarred table with plastic chairs scattered haphazardly 
around the room. 

‘Two people sat at the far side of the table. Thomas noticed 
Gally first, on the right. He looked tired and dishevelled, but 
he managed a slight nod and a small smile — nothing more 
than an unfortunate wrinkle in the mess that was his face. A 
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huge man was next to him, more fat than muscle, his girth 
barely contained between the arms of the white plastic chair he 
sat in. 

“This is the headquarters of the Right Arm?” Brenda asked. 
“Consider me a little discouraged.” 

Gally answered, his smile gone. “We've moved around more 
times than we can count. But thank you for the compliment.” 

“So which one of you is the boss?” Thomas asked. 

Gally nodded at his companion. “Don't be a slinthead — 
Vince is in charge. And show some respect. He's risked his life 
just because he believes that things should be made right in the 
world.” 

Thomas held his hands up in a conciliatory gesture. “I 
didn’t mean anything. The way you acted in your apartment, I 
thought you might be the guy in charge.” 

“Well, I’m not. Vince is.” 

“Does Vince know how to talk?” Brenda asked. 

“Enough!” the large man yelled in a deep, booming voice. 
“Our whole city is overrun with Cranks — I don't have time to 
sit here and listen to childish spats. What do you people want” 

Thomas tried to hide the anger that had lit up inside him. 
“Just one thing. We want to know why you captured us. Why 
you're kidnapping people for WICKED. Gally gave us a lot of 
hope — we thought we were on the same side. Imagine our sur- 
prise when we found out the Right Arm was just as bad as the 
people they're supposedly fighting against. How much money 
were you going to make selling humans?” 

“Gally,” the man said in response, as if he hadn't heard a 
single word Thomas had said. 

“Yeah?” 

“You trust these two?” 

Gally refused to meet Thomas's gaze. “Yeah.” He nodded. 
“We can.” 

Vince leaned forward, resting his massive arms on the 
table. “Then we can't waste any time. Boy, this is a look-alike 
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operation and we didn't plan on making a single dime off of 
anybody. We're collecting Immunes to mimic WICKED.” 
The response surprised Thomas. “Why in the world would 
you do something like thar?” 
“We're going to use them to get inside their headquarters.” 
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CHAPTER 51 


lhomas stared at the man for a few seconds. If WICKED 
T= was responsible for the disappearance of the other 

Immunes, it was so simple he could almost laugh. “That 
just might work.” 

“Tm glad you approve.” The man’s face remained unread- 
able and Thomas couldn't tell if he was being sarcastic or not. 
“We have a contact, and the deal is already arranged to sell 
them. It’s our way in. We have to stop those people. Prevent 
them from wasting even more resources on a pointless experi- 
ment. If the world is going to survive, they need to use what 
they have to help the people left alive. Keep the human race 
going in a way that makes sense.” 

“Do you think there’s any chance they could ever find a 
cure?” Thomas asked. 

Vince let out a long, low chuckle that rumbled in his chest. 
“If you believed that for even a second, you wouldn't be stand- 
ing here in front of me, would you? You wouldn't have escaped, 
wouldn't be seeking revénge. Which is what I'm assuming you 
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are doing. I know what you've been through — Gally told me 
everything.” He paused. “No, we gave up on their... cure a 
long time ago.” i 

“We're not here about revenge,” Thomas said. “It’s not 
about us. That's why I like it that you talk about using their 
resources for something different. How much do you know 
about what WICKED is doing?” 

Vince leaned back in his chair again, the whole thing squeak- 
ing as he shifted. “I just told you something, a secret that we've 
guarded with loss of life. It’s your turn to repay the trust. If 
Lawrence and his people had known who you were, they would’ve 
brought you here first thing. I apologise for the rough treatment.” 

“I don't need apologies,” Thomas answered. Though it did 
bother him that the Right Arm would have treated him differ- 
ently from anyone else if they'd known who he was. “I just want 
to know what you have planned.” 

“We go no further until you share what you know. What can 
you offer us?” 

“Tell him,” Brenda whispered, nudging Thomas with an 
elbow. “This is what we came for.” 

She was right. His gut had told him to trust Gally from the 
very moment he'd got the note from him, and it was time to 
commit. Without help, they'd never make it back to their Berg, 
much less accomplish anything else. 

“Okay,” he said. “WICKED thinks they can complete the 
cure, that they're almost there. The only missing piece is me. 
They swear it’s the truth, but they've manipulated and lied so 
much, it's become impossible to know what's real and what's 
not real. Who knows what their motives are now. Or how 
desperate they've got, or what they might be willing to do.” 

“How many of you are there?” Vince asked. 

Thomas thought about it. “Fewer than four more — waiting 
back where we were taken by Lawrence. We don't have 
numbers, but we have a lot of inside knowledge. How many in 
your group?” 
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“Well, Thomas, that’s a hard question to answer. If you're 
asking how many people have joined the Right Arm since 
we started meeting and gathering forces a few years back, 
then there are well over a thousand. But as for how many 
are still around, still safe, still willing to see it all through to 
the end . . . Well. Then we're only talking a few hundred, 
unfortunately.” 

“Are any of you immune?” Brenda asked. 

“Almost none. I myself am not, and — after what's come to 
light in Denver — I’m pretty sure I’ve got the Flare by now. 
Hopefully the majority of us do or have the virus yet, but its 
inevitable in this crumbling world. And we want to make sure 
that something is done to salvage what's left of this beautiful 
race called humans.” 

Thomas pointed to a couple of chairs close by. “Can we sit 
down?” 

“Of course.” 

Almost as soon as Thomas took a seat he began with the 
many questions that had built up. “So what exactly are you 
planning to do?” 

Vince let out that rumbling chuckle of his again. “Calm 
down, son. Tell me what you have to offer in all this, and then 
TIl tell you my plans.” 

Thomas realised he was almost out of his seat, leaning across 
the table. He relaxed and sat back. “Look, we know a lot of 
things about WICKED’s headquarters and how things work 
there. And we have some in our group who've had their mem- 
ories returned. But the most important thing is that WICKED 
wants me to come back. And I think we can use that to our 
advantage somehow.” 

“That's it?” Vince asked. “That's all you have?” 

“I never said we could do much without help. Or without 
weapons,” 

At this last comment, Vince and Gally exchanged a 
knowing look. x 
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‘Thomas knew hed struck a chord. “What?” 
Vince turned his attention first to Brenda, then Thomas. 
“We've got something that's infinitely better than weapons.” 
‘Thomas leaned forward again. “And what could that possi- 
bly be?” 


“We have a way to make sure no one can use any weapons.” 
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CHAPTER 52 


"i ow?” Brenda asked, before Thomas could speak. 
H “TIl let Gally explain that.” Vince gestured to the 
boy. 

“Okay, think about the Right Arm,” Gally said. He stood 
up. “These people aren't soldiers. They're accountants, janitors, 
plumbers, teachers. WICKED basically has their own little 
army. Trained in the finest and most expensive weaponry. Even 
if we could find the largest stash in the world of Launchers and 
everything else they use, wed still be at a huge disadvantage.” 

‘Thomas couldn't imagine where this was going. “So what's 
the plan, then?” 

“The only way to even the playing field is to make sure they 
don’t have any weapons. Then we might stand a chance.” 

“So you're going to steal them somehow?” Brenda asked. 
“Stop a shipment? What?” 

“No, nothing like that,” Gally responded, shaking his head. 
Then a look of childlike excitement came over his face. “It’s not 
about how many you cag recruit to your cause, but who you can 
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recruit. Of everyone the Right Arm has gathered, one woman 
is the key.” 

“Who?” Thomas asked. 3 

“Her name is Charlotte Chiswell. She was a lead engineer 
for the biggest arms manufacturer in the world. At least for the 
advanced weaponry that uses second-generation technology. 
Every pistol, Launcher, grenade — you name it — used by 
WICKED comes from there, and they all rely on advanced 
electronics and computer systems to function. And Charlotte's 
figured out a way to render their weapons useless.” 

“Really?” Brenda asked, her tone full of doubt. Thomas 
found the idea hard to believe also, but he listened intently as 
Gally explained. 

“There's a common chip in every weapon they use, and she's 
spent the last several months trying to figure out a way to 
reprogramme the things remotely — to jam them. She finally 
did it. I'll take a few hours once she starts, and a small device 
needs to be planted inside the building for it to work, so our 
people who plan to hand over the Immunes will do the job. If 
it works, we won't have weapons, either, but at least we'll have 
a level playing field.” 

“If not an advantage,” Vince added. “Their guards and 
security detail are so trained in using those weapons that it's 
second nature by now, I’m sure. But I bet they've grown lax in 
hand-to-hand combat. Real fighting. Sparring with knives and 
bats and shovels, sticks and rocks and fists.” He grinned mis- 
chievously. “Ir'll be an old-fashioned brawl. And I think we can 
take them. If we didn’t do it that way, if their weapons were still 
working, we'd get destroyed before it even got going.” 

Thomas thought back to the battle they'd had with the 
Grievers inside the Maze. It had been like what Vince just 
described. He shuddered at the memory, but it sure beat going 
against full-blown weapons. 

And if it worked it would mean they had a chance. A rush 
of excitement hit Thomas. “So how do you do it?” 
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Vince paused. “We have three Bergs. We're going in with 
about eighty people — the strongest we could find in our group. 
‘We'll hand over the Immunes to our contact inside WICKED, 
plant the device — though that’s going to be our hardest task — 
and when it does the job, we'll blow out a hole in the wall and 
let everyone else in. Once we've gained control of their facility, 
Charlotte will help us get enough of the weapons running again 
to stay in control, We'll do this, or every last one of us will die 
trying. We'll blow up the place if we have to.” 

Thomas took it all in. His group could be invaluable in an 
assault like this. Especially those with their memories intact. 
They knew the layout of the WICKED complex. 

Vince continued, and it was as if he'd read Thomas's mind. 
“If what Gally says is true, you and your friends will be a huge 
help to our planning team, since some of you know the facility 
inside and out. And every extra body counts — I don’t care how 
old or young you are.” 

“We have a Berg also,” Brenda offered. “Unless Cranks have 
ripped the thing to shreds. It’s just outside the Denver walls on 
the northwest side. The pilot is back with our other friends.” 

“Where are your Bergs?” Thomas asked. 

Vince waved his hand towards the back of the room. 
“Thataway. Safe and sound enough. Everything's close. Wed 
love to have another week or two to prepare, but don't have 
much choice. Charlotte’s device is ready. Our first eighty people 
are ready. We can spend the next day or so letting you and the 
others share what you know, make final preparations, and then 
we move. No reason to make it sound any more glamorous. 
We'll just go in and do it.” 

Hearing him say it like that made it more real for Thomas. 
“How confident are you?” 

“Boy, listen to me,” Vince said, his expression grave. “For 
years and years all we've heard about is the mission of 
WICKED. How every penny, every man, every woman, every 
resource — how it all hag to be devoted to the cause of finding 
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a cure to the Flare. They told us they'd found Immunes, and if 
we could just figure out why their brains don't succumb to 
the virus, why then the whole world would be saved! While in 
the meantime, cities crumble; education, security, medicine for 
every other malady known to man, charity, humanitarian aid — 
the whole world goes to pot so WICKED can do whatever they 
want to do.” 

“I know,” Thomas said. “I know all too well.” 

Vince couldn't stop talking, spilling thoughts that had obvi- 
ously churned inside him for years. “We could've stopped the 
spread of the disease a lot better than we've been able to cure the 
disease. But WICKED sucked up all the money and all the best 
people. Not only that, they gave us false hope, and nobody 
took the care they should’ve. Thought the magical cure would 
save them in the end, But if we wait any longer we'll run out of 
people to save.” 

Vince looked tired now. The room fell silent as he sat and 
stared at Thomas, waiting for a response. And Thomas couldn't 
argue with what the man had said. 

Vince finally spoke again. “Our people selling the Immunes 
could certainly plant the device once they're inside, but it 
would be a lot easier if it was in place when we arrive. Having 
the Immunes will get us into the airspace and permission to 
land, but. . .” He raised his eyebrows at Thomas as if he wanted 
him to state the obvious himself. 

Thomas nodded. “That's where I come in.” 

“Yes,” Vince said, smiling. “I believe that's where you come in.” 
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CHAPTER 53 


surprising calm settled over Thomas. “You can drop me 
Aj a few miles away and let me hike in. I'll pretend I've 

come back to finish the Trials. Based on what I've seen 
and heard, they'll welcome me with open arms. Just show me 
what I need to do to plant the device.” 

Another genuine smile crossed Vince's face. “I'll have 
Charlotte do it herself.” 

“You can get information and help from my friends — 
Teresa, Aris, others. Brenda here knows a lot, too.” Thomas's 
decision was quick and absolute, but he'd accepted the danger- 
ous task, It was the best chance they had. 

“All right, Gally,” Vince said. “Whats next? How are we 
going to do this?” 

Thomas's old enemy stood up and looked at him. “I'll get 
Charlotte to train you on the device. Then we'll take you to our 
Berg hangar, fly you close to the WICKED headquarters and 
drop you off while the rest of us are getting ready with the main 
assault team. You better ke up for some good acting out there 
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— we should wait a couple of hours before we come in with the 
Immunes or it'll look suspicious.” 

‘TIl be fine.” Thomas made an effort to pull in deep 
breaths, to calm himself. 

“Good. We'll move Teresa and the others over here when 
you leave. I hope you don't mind another little jaunt through 
the city.” 

oe x 

Charlotte was a quiet, petite woman and she was all business. 
She explained the disabling device's functions to Thomas in a 
curt, efficient manner. It was small enough to fit in the 
backpack they provided him along with some food and extra 
clothing for the cold hike he'd have to take. Once the device 
was planted and activated, it would search for and connect with 
the signals from each weapon, then scramble its system. It 
would take about an hour to render all of WICKED’s weapons 
useless. 

Simple enough, Thomas thought. The hard part would be 
planting the thing when he got in without arousing suspicion. 

Gally decided that Lawrence would be the one to take 
Thomas and the pilot to the abandoned hangar where they 
kept the Bergs. They'd fly to WICKED's headquarters straight 
from there. It meant another van trip through the Crank- 
infested streets of Denver, but they'd take the most direct route, 
which was down a major highway, and dawn had arrived, For 
some reason that made Thomas feel a little better. 

Thomas was busying himself helping to gather last-minute 
supplies for the trip when Brenda appeared. He nodded at her 
and gave her a small smile. 

“You gonna miss me?” Thomas asked. He made it sound 
like a joke, but he really wanted her to say yes. 

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t even say that. You sound like 
you're giving up already. We'll all be back together, laughing 
about the good ol’ days before you know it.” 

“Tve only known you a few weeks.” He smiled again. 
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“Whatever.” She put her arms around him and spoke into 
his ear. 

“I know I was sent into that Scorch city to find you and 
pretend to be your friend. But I want you to know that you are 
my friend, You . . .” 

He pulled away so he could see her face again, which was 
unreadable. “What?” 

“Just . . . don’t let yourself get killed.” 

Thomas swallowed, not sure what to say. 

“Well?” she said. 

“You be careful, too,” was all he could get out. 

Brenda reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “That's the 
sweetest thing I've ever heard you say.” She rolled her eyes again 
but smiled. 

And her smile made everything seem a little brighter to 
Thomas. “Make sure they don't screw things up,” he said. 
“Make sure all the plans make sense.” 

“T will. We'll see you in a day or so.” 

“Okay.” 

“And I won't get killed if you won't. I promise.” 

Thomas pulled her into one last hug. “Deal.” 
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CHAPTER 54 


he Right Arm gave them a newer van. Lawrence drove 
T- the pilot sat in the passenger seat next to him. She 

was silent and not very friendly, keeping mostly to herself. 
Lawrence wasnt in the greatest of moods, either, probably 
because he'd gone from being a food distributor in a locked- 
down facility to serving as designated driver through a city of 
Cranks. Twice. 

The sun had risen, glinting off the buildings of what seemed 
like an entirely different city from the night before. For some 
reason the light made the world feel a little safer. 

Thomas had been given his pistol back, fully loaded, and he 
had it stuck in the waist of his jeans. He knew a round of twelve 
bullets wouldn’t do a whole lot if they got ambushed again, but 
it went far for his peace of mind. 

“Okay, remember the plan,” Lawrence said, finally breaking 
the silence. 

“And what was the plan?” Thomas asked. 

“Make it to the hangar without dying.” 
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It sounded good to Thomas. 

They lapsed back into quiet, the only sounds those of the 
engine and the bumps of the road. Such a moment couldn't 
help but force Thomas to think about all the horrible things 
that could go wrong in the next day or two. He tried hard to 
shut his mind off, focus on the fallen city passing by outside. 

So far he'd only seen a few people here and there, most of 
them at a distance. He wondered if the majority had stayed up 
late, scared of what might jump out of the darkness — or 
whether they had been doing the jumping themselves. 

The sun gleamed on the high windows of the skyscrapers — 
the massively tall buildings seemed to stretch in every direction 
for eternity. The van drove right through the heart of the city, 
down a wide road scattered with abandoned cars. Thomas saw 
a few Cranks hiding in vehicles, peeking out of the windows as 
if they were waiting to spring a trap. 

Lawrence turned off after a mile or two, then headed down 
a long, straight highway that led to one of the gates of the 
walled city. Barricades edged both sides of the road — probably 
built in better times to keep the noise of countless cars from 
disturbing the city residents whose homes were set close to the 
thoroughfare. It seemed impossible that such a world had ever 
existed. A world where you weren't scared for your life every 
day. 

“This'll take us all the way,” Lawrence said. “The hangar is 
probably our most protected facility, so all we have to do is 
make it there. An hour from now we'll be up in the air, happy 
and safe.” 

“Good that,” Thomas said, though after the night before it 
sounded far too easy. The pilot remained quiet. 

They'd gone about three miles when Lawrence started to 
slow the vehicle. “What in the world?” he murmured. 

Thomas turned his attention back to the road ahead to see 
what the man was talkipg about and saw several cars driving in 
circles, 
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“I guess I'll just try to get past them,” Lawrence said, almost 
talking to himself. 

Thomas didn't respond, knowing that every person in the 
vehicle understood very well that whatever was going on could 
only mean trouble, 

Lawrence picked up his speed again. “It'll take us for ever to 
backtrack and try a different way. I’m just going to try to get 
through.” 

“Just don't do anything stupid,” the pilot snapped. “We 
certainly won't get there if we have to walk.” 

As they approached, Thomas leaned forward in his seat and 
strained to see what was going on. A crowd of about twenty 
people were fighting over a big pile of something he couldn't 
quite make out, tossing debris and pushing and shoving, 
throwing punches. Maybe a hundred feet past them were the 
cars — swerving and spinning out and crashing into each other. 
It was a miracle no one on the road had been hit yet. 

“What are you planning?” Thomas asked, Lawrence hadn't 
slowed one bit, and they were almost there. 

“You need to stop!” the pilot shouted. 

Lawrence ignored the command. “No. I’m going through.” 

“You'll get us killed!” 

“We'll be fine. Just shut up for a second!” 

They neared the group of people, still going at each other 
and whatever was in that huge pile. Thomas slid over to the 
side of the van, tried to get a better look. The Cranks were 
ripping apart huge sacks of garbage — pulling out old packages 
of food and half-rotten meat and scraps of leftovers — but no 
one was able to hold one thing in their hand before someone 
tried to steal it. Punches flew and fingers clawed and scratched. 
One man had a huge gash under his eye, a smear of blood drip- 
ping down his face like red tears. 

The van swerved with a screech and Thomas turned his 
attention ahead. The drivers of the cars — old models, their 
shells dented, most of the paint gone — had stopped, and three 


of them were lined up facing the oncoming van. Lawrence 
didn't slow down. Instead he turned, heading for the larger gap 
between the car to the right and the one in the middle. Then 
ina flash the car on the left bolted forward, turning sharply to 
try to catch the van before it got by. 

“Hold on!” Lawrence screamed, then gunned it even faster. 

Thomas gripped the seat below him as they shot towards 
the gap. The two cars lining the gap didn’t move, but the third 
car was banking and heading straight for them. Thomas saw 
that they had no chance, almost had time to shout it out, but 
it was too late. 

The front hood of the van had just crossed the threshold of 
the gap when the third car slammed into the back of its left 
side. Thomas flew to his left and hit the bar between the two 
side windows, which shattered with a horrible crunch. Glass 
flew in all directions and the van spun in circles, its tail end like 
a whip. Thomas bounced all over, trying to get a grip on any- 
thing. The sounds of squealing tyres and metal scraping against 
metal filled the air. 

The noise stopped when the van finally hit the cement wall. 

Thomas, battered and bruised, was on the floor, on his 
knees. He pulled himself up in time to see all three vehicles 
driving off, the sounds of their engines fading as they disap- 
peared down the long, straight road, back the way Thomas and 
the others had come. He glanced over at Lawrence and the 
pilot, both of whom were fine. 

Then the strangest thing happened. Thomas looked out of 
the window and saw a banged-up Crank staring at him from 
twenty feet away. It took him a second to register that the 
Crank was his friend. 


Newt. 
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CHAPTER 55 


ewt looked horrible, His hair had been torn out in 

patches, leaving bald spots that were nothing more than 

red welts. Scratches and bruises covered his face; his shirt 
was ripped, barely hanging onto his thin frame, and his pants 
were filthy with grime and blood. It was like hed finally given 
in to the Cranks, joined their ranks fully. 

But he stared at Thomas, as if he recognised that he'd stum- 
bled upon a friend. 

Lawrence had been talking, but Thomas only now 
processed his words. 

“We're okay. She's shot to hell, but hopefully she'll get us 
another couple of miles to the hangar.” 

Lawrence shifted into reverse and the van wobbled away 
from the cement wall, the crunch of broken plastic and metal 
and the squeal of tyres erupting in the complete silence that 
had fallen. Then he started to drive off, and it was like a switch 
clicked in Thomas's head. 

“Stop!” he yelled. “Stop the van! Now!” 
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“What?” Lawrence replied. “What're you talking about?” 

“Just stop the freaking van!” 

Lawrence slammed on the brakes as Thomas scrambled to his 
feet and went for the door, He started to open it when Lawrence 
grabbed his shirt from behind and yanked him backwards. 

“What the hell do you think you're doing?” the man yelled 
at him. 

Thomas wouldn't let anything stop him now. He yanked 
the gun out of his pants and pointed it at Lawrence. “Let go of 
me. Let go of me!” 

Lawrence did, throwing his hands up in the air. “Whoa, kid. 
Calm down! What is wrong with you?” 

Thomas backed away from him. “I saw my friend out there 
— I want to see if he’s okay. If any trouble starts, I'll run back to 
the van. Just be ready to get us out of here when I do.” 

“You think that thing out there is still your friend?” the pilot 
asked coldly. “Those Cranks are way past the Gone. Can't you 
see that? Your friend is nothing but an animal now. Worse than 
an animal.” 

“Then it'll be a short goodbye, won't it,” Thomas answered. 
He opened the door, then backed out onto the street. “Cover 
me if I need it. I have to do this.” 

“Tm gonna kick your butt before we get on that Berg, I can 
promise you that,” Lawrence growled. “Hurry. If those Cranks 
by the garbage heap head this way, we start firing. I don’t care 
if your mummy and uncle Frank are out there.” 

“Good that.” Thomas turned away from them, slipping the 
pistol back into his jeans. He walked slowly towards his friend, 
who stood alone, far away from the pack of Cranks still 
working on their pile of refuse. For the moment they seemed 
satisfied with that — they didn’t seem interested in him. 

Thomas walked half the distance to Newt, then stopped. 
The worst part about his friend was the wildness in his eyes. 
Madness lurked behind them, two festering pools of sickness. 
How had it happened so quickly? 
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“Hey. Newt. It's me, Thomas. You still remember me, right?” 

A sudden clarity filled Newt's eyes then, almost making 
Thomas step back in surprise. 

“I bloody remember you, Tommy. You just came to see me 
at the Palace, rubbed it in that you ignored my note. I can't go 
completely crazy in a few days.” 

Those words hurt Thomas's heart even more than the pitiful 
sight of his friend. “Then why are you here? Why are you with 
... Them?” 

Newt looked at the Cranks, then back at Thomas. “It comes 
and goes, man..I cant explain it. Sometimes I can’t control 
myself, barely know what I’m doing. But usually it’s just like an 
itch in my brain, throwing everything off-kilter just enough to 
bother me — make me angry.” 

“You seem fine right now.” 

“Yeah, well. The only reason I’m with these wackos from the 
Palace is because I don’t know what else to do. They're fighting, 
bur they're also a group. You find yourself alone, you don’t have 
a bloody chance.” 

“Newt, come with me this time, right now. We can take you 
somewhere safer, somewhere better to . . .” 

Newt laughed, and when he did his head twitched strangely 
a couple of times. “Get out of here, Tommy. Get away.” 

“Just come with me,” Thomas begged. “I'll tie you up if it 
makes you feel better.” 

Newt's face suddenly hardened into anger and his words 
shot out in a rage. “Just shut up, you shuck traitor! Didn't you 
read my note? You can't do one last, lousy thing for me? Gotta 
be the hero, like always? I hate you! I always hated you!” 

He doesn't mean it, Thomas told himself firmly. They were 
just words. “Newt . . .” 

“Te was all your fault! You could’ve stopped them when the 
first Creators died. You could've figured out a way. But no! You 
had to keep it going, try to save the world, be the hero. And 
you came to the Maze and never stopped. All you care about is 
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yourself! Admit it! Gotta be the one people remember, the one 
people worship! We should've thrown you down the Box hole!” 

Newt's face had coloured to a deep red, and spit flew from 
his mouth as he yelled. He started taking lumbering steps 
forward, his hands balled into fists. 

“Tm gonna blast him!” Lawrence yelled from the van. “Get 
out of the way!” 

Thomas turned. “Don't! It’s just me and him! Don't do any- 
thing!” He faced Newt'again. “Newt, stop. Just listen to me. I 
know you're okay in there. Enough to hear me out.” 

“I hate you, Tommy!” He was only a few feet away and 
Thomas took a step backwards, his hurt over Newt turning to 
fear. “I hate you I hate you I hate you! After all I did for you, 
after all the freaking klunk I went through in the bloody Maze, 
you can't do the one and only thing I've ever asked you to do! 
1 can’t even look at your ugly shuck face!” 

Thomas took two more steps back. “Newt, you need to 
stop. They're going to shoot you. Just stop and listen to me! Get 
in the van, let me tie you up. Give me a chance!” He couldn't 
kill his friend. He just couldn't. 

Newt screamed and rushed forward. An arc of Launcher 
lightning shot from the yan, skidding and crackling across the 
pavement, but it missed him. Thomas had frozen in place, and 
Newt tackled him to the ground, knocking the breath out of 
him. He struggled to fill his lungs as his old friend climbed on 
top of him and pinned him down. 

“I should rip your eyes out,” Newt said, spraying Thomas 
with spit. “Teach you a lesson in stupidity. Why'd you come 
over here? You expected a bloody hug? Huh? A nice sit-down to 
talk about the good times in the Glade?” 

Thomas shook his head, gripped by terror, very slowly 
reaching for his gun with his free hand. 

“You wanna know why I have this limp, Tommy? Did I ever 
tell you? No, I don't think I did.” 

“What happened?” {Thomas asked, stalling for time. He 
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slipped his fingers around the weapon. 

“T tried to kill myself in the Maze. Climbed halfway up one 
of those bloody walls and jumped right off. Alby found me and 
dragged me back to the Glade right before the Doors closed. I 
hated the place, Tommy. I hated every second of every day. And 
it was all . . . your . . . fault!” 

Newt suddenly twisted around and grabbed Thomas by the 
hand holding the gun. He yanked it towards himself, forcing it 
up until the end of the pistol was pressed against his own fore- 
head. “Now make amends! Kill me before I become one of 
those cannibal monsters! Kill me! I trusted you with the note! 
No one else. Now do it!” 

Thomas tried to pull his hand away, but Newt was too 
strong. “I can't, Newt, I can't.” 

“Make amends! Repent for what you did!” The words tore 
out of him, his whole body trembling. Then his voice dropped 
to an urgent, harsh whisper. “Kill me, you shuck coward. Prove 
you can do the right thing. Put me out of my misery.” 

The words horrified Thomas. “Newt, maybe we can—” 

“Shut up! Just shut up! I trusted you! Now do it!” 

“I can't.” 

“Do it!” 

“I can't!” How could Newt ask him to do something like 
this? How could he possibly kill one of his best friends? 

“Kill me or I'll kill you. Kill me! Do it!” 

“Newt...” 

“Do it before I become one of them!” 

Shien’: 

“KILL ME!”And then Newt's eyes cleared, as if he'd gained 
one last trembling gasp of sanity, and his voice softened. 
“Please, Tommy. Please.” 

With his heart falling into a black abyss, Thomas pulled the 


trigger. 
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CHAPTER 56 


homas had closed his eyes when he did it. He heard 
T: impact of bullet on flesh and bone, felt Newt's body 

jerk, then fall onto the street. Thomas twisted onto 
his stomach, then pushed himself to his feet, and he didn't 
open his eyes until he started running. He couldn't allow 
himself to see what he'd done to his friend. The horror of it, 
the sorrow and guilt and sickness of it all, threatened to 
consume him, filled his eyes with tears as he ran towards the 
white van. 

“Get in!” Lawrence yelled at him. 

The door was still open. Thomas jumped through it and 
pulled it shut. Then the van was moving. 

No one spoke. Thomas stared out of the front window in a 
daze. He'd shot his best friend in the head. Never mind that it 
was what he'd been asked to do, what Newt had wanted, what 
he'd pleaded for. Thomas had still pulled the trigger. He looked 
down, saw that his hands and legs were shaking, and he 
suddenly felt freezing cald. 


- 256 - 


“What have I done?” he mumbled, but the others didn’t say 
a word. 

The rest of the trip was a blur to Thomas. They passed more 
Cranks, even had to shoot some Launcher grenades out of the 
window a couple of times. Then they were through the outer 
wall of the city, through the fence to the small airport, through 
the enormous door of the hangar, which was heavily guarded 
by more members of the Right Arm. 

Not much was said, and Thomas just did as he was told, 
went where he was supposed to go. They boarded the Berg, and 
he followed as they walked through it and did an inspection. 
But he never said a word. The pilot went to fire up the big ship, 
Lawrence disappeared somewhere, and Thomas found a couch 
in the common room. He lay down and stared at the metal grid 
of the ceiling. 

Since hed killed Newt, he hadn't thought once about what 
he had set out to do. Free of WICKED, finally, and here he was 
voluntarily going back. 

He didn't care any more. Whatever happened, happened, 
He knew that for the rest of his life he'd be haunted by what 
hed seen, Chuck gasping for air while he bled to death, and 
now Newt screaming at him with raw, terrifying madness. And 
that last moment of sanity, eyes begging for mercy. 

Thomas closed his own. and the images were still there. It 
took a long time for him to fall asleep. 

Lawrence woke him up. “Hey, rise and shine, boy. We'll be 
there in a few minutes. We're dropping your butt, then getting 
the hell out of there. No offence.” 

“None taken.” Thomas groaned and swung his legs off the 
couch. “How far will I have to walk to get there?” 

“A few miles. Don't worry, I don’t think you'll have too 
many Cranks to deal with — it’s got cold in the wilderness. 
Might sce a few angry moose, though. Wolves might try to eat 
your legs off. Nothing much.” 

Thomas looked at the man, expecting a big grin, but he 
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was busy in the corner, putting things in order. 

“A coat and your backpack are waiting for you at the cargo 
door,” Lawrence said as he moved a small piece of equipment 
onto a shelf. 

“You've got food and water. We want to make sure you have 
a nice, enjoyable hike — relish the joys of nature and all that.” 
Still no smile. 

“Thanks,” Thomas muttered. He was trying so hard not to 
slide back into the dark pit of sadness in which he'd fallen 
asleep. He still couldn't get Chuck and Newt off his mind. 

Lawrence stopped what he was doing and turned to him. 
“Tm only going to ask you this once.” 

“What?” 

“You sure about this? Everything I know about these people 
is rotten. They kidnap, torture, murder — do anything to get 
what they want. Seems crazy to let you waltz in there all by 
yourself.” 

For some reason Thomas wasn't scared any more. “I'll be 
fine, Just make sure you come back.” 

Lawrence shook his head. “You're either the bravest kid I 
ever met or plain crazy. Anyway, go get yourself a shower and 
fresh clothes — gotta be some in the lockers.” 

Thomas didn’t know how he looked at that moment, but he 
imagined something like a pale and lifeless zombie with dead 
eyes. “Okay,” he said, and headed off to try to wash some of the 
horror away. 

The Berg pitched and Thomas held onto a bar in the wall 
as the ship lowered to the ground. The ramp door started 
cranking open with the squeal of hinges while they were still a 
hundred feet up, and cool air blasted inside. The sound of the 
thrusters burning roared louder. Thomas could see that they 
were above a small clearing in a large forest of snow-dusted pine 
trees — so many that the Berg wouldn't be able to land. Thomas 
would have to jump. 

The ship descended ‘and Thomas steadied himself. 
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“Good luck, boy,” Lawrence said, nodding towards the 
ground when they got close. “I'd tell you to be careful, but 
you're not an idiot, so I won't.” 

Thomas gave him a smile, hoping for one in return, He fel 
like he needed it, but got nothing. “Okay, then. I'll get the 
device planted as soon as I get in. I'm sure everything will go 
down with no problems. Right?” 

“TIl have little lizards flying out my nostrils if we have no 
problems,” Lawrence replied, but there was kindness in his 
voice. “Now go. Once youre out there, go that way.” He 
pointed to the left, towards the edge of the forest. 

Thomas pulled on a coat, slipped his arms through the 
straps of the backpack, then carefully walked down the big 
metal slab of the cargo door and crouched on its edge. It was 
only about four feet to the snow-covered ground, but he'd still 
have to be careful. He jumped and landed in a soft spot — a 
fresh snowdrift. All the while, his insides were numb. 

He'd killed Newt. 

He'd shot his own friend in the head. 
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CHAPTER 57 


lhe clearing was scattered with trunks of trees felled long 
T: The tall, thick pines of the forest surrounded 

Thomas, reaching up to the sky like a wall of majestic 
towers. He shielded his eyes from the fierce wind as the Berg 
boosted its thrusters and rose into the air, and he watched as it 
vanished into the southwestern sky. 

The air was crisp and cool and the forest felt fresh, like he 
was standing in a brand-new world — a place untouched by 
disease. He was sure that not many people got to see anything 
like this today, and he felt lucky. 

He tightened up his backpack and set out in the direction 
Lawrence had indicated, determined to make it there as quickly 
as possible. The less time he had to dwell on what he'd done 
to Newr, the better. And he knew that being alone out there in 
the wild would only give him too much time. He took the last 
few steps out of the snowy clearing and entered the darkness of 
the thick pines. He allowed their pleasantly overwhelming 
scent to wash over him añd he did his best to shut down his 
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mind again and stop thinking altogether. 

He did pretty well, concentrating on his path, the sights and 
sounds of birds and squirrels and insects, the wonderful smells. 
His senses weren't used to such things, since he'd spent most of 
the life he remembered inside. Not to mention the Maze and 
the Scorch. As he hiked through the woods, he found it hard to 
believe that such a different place — the Scorch — could exist on 
the same planet. His mind wandered. He wondered what life 
would be like for all these animals if humans really did go away 
for good. 

Hed walked for over an hour when he finally reached the 
edge of the woods and a wide swatch of barren, rocky earth. 
Islands of dark brown dirt, devoid of vegetation, dappled the 
treeless expanse where the snow had been blown away by the 
wind. Craggy stones of all sizes dotted the land, which sloped 
towards a sudden drop-off — a huge cliff. Beyond that lay the 
ocean, its deep blue ending on the horizon, where in a sharp 
line it changed to the light blue of the brilliant sky. And resting 
on the edge of the cliff, about a mile ahead of him, was 
WICKED's headquarters. 

The complex was enormous, made up of wide, unadorned 
interconnected buildings; the walls were peppered with narrow 
slits in the white cement, allowing for an occasional window. 
One rounded building rose up amid the others like a tower. 
The fierce weather of the region, mixed with the moisture from 
the sea, had taken its toll on the facades of the buildings — 
cracks spider webbed the exteriors of the complex — but they 
looked like structures that would exist there for ever, unyield- 
ing to whatever man or weather threw at them. It called to 
mind a barely held memory of something from storybooks — 
some sort of haunted asylum. It was the perfect place to house 
the organisation trying to prevent the world from becoming 
just such a madhouse. A long, narrow road led away from the 
complex, disappearing into the forest. 

Thomas set out across the rock-strewn section of earth. An 
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almost disturbing quiet settled over the land. The only thing he 
could hear besides the thump of his footsteps and his own 
breathing was the sound of distant waves breaking on the 
bottom of the cliff, and even that was faint. He was certain that 
the people at WICKED had spotted him by now — the security 
was surely thorough and tight. 

A scuttling sound, like clicks of metal against stone, made 
him stop and look to his right. As if summoned by the thought 
of security, a beetle blade stood perched on a boulder, its red 
eye gleaming in Thomas’ direction. 

He remembered how it had felt the first time he'd seen one 
of them inside the Glade, just before it scurried away and into 
the small woods there. It seemed like a lifetime ago. 

He waved at the beetle blade, and then he kept walking. In 
ten minutes hed be knocking on the door of WICKED, 
asking, for the first time, to be let in. Not out. 

He made his way down the last section of the slope and 
stepped onto an icy sidewalk that encircled the campus. It 
looked like there'd once been an effort to make the grounds a 
little prettier than the barren land around it, but the bushes and 
flowers and trees had long succumbed to winter, and the 
patches of grey dirt he could see amid the snow bore only 
weeds. Thomas walked along the paved lane, wondering why 
no one had come to greet him yet. Maybe the Rat Man was 
inside, watching, guessing that Thomas had finally come over 
to their side. 

Two more beetle blades captured his attention, both 
roaming the snow-covered weeds of the flower beds, scanning 
left and right with their red beams as they scuttled along. 
Thomas looked up at the closest set of windows but saw only 
darkness — the glass was heavily tinted. A rumble coming from 
behind made him turn to look. A storm was moving in, its 
clouds dark and heavy, but it was still a few miles distant. As he 
watched, several bolts of lightning zigzagged across the grey- 
ness, and it took him back to the Scorch, to that awful rain of 
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lightning that had met them as they approached the city. He 
could only hope the weather wasn't so bad this far north. 

He resumed his path along the sidewalk and slowed as he 
approached the front entrance. A large set of glass doors 
awaited him, and a sudden, almost painful surge of memory 
pounded inside his skull. The escape from the Maze, the flight 
through the corridors of WICKED, coming out of these doors 
into the pouring rain. He looked to his right into a small 
parking lot, where an old bus squatted next to a row of cars. It 
had to be the same one that had run over that poor Flare- 
infested woman, then whisked them away to those dorms, 
where their minds were played with and a Flat Trans eventually 
took them to the Scorch. 

And now, after all he'd been through, he stood at 
WICKED ’s threshold, there by his own choice. He reached out 
and knocked on the cold, dark glass in front of him. He could 
see nothing on the other side. 

Almost immediately, a series of locks disengaged, one after 
the other; then one of the doors swung out. Janson — whod 
always be the Rat Man to Thomas — extended a hand. 

“Welcome back, Thomas,” he said. “No one believed me, 
but I've been saying all along that you'd return. I’m glad you 
made the right choice.” 

“Let's just get on with it,” Thomas said. Hed do this — he'd 
play the part — but he didn’t have to be nice about it. 

“Sounds like an excellent idea.” Janson stepped back and 
bowed slightly. “After you.” 

With a chill along his spine to match the frosty weather 
outside, Thomas walked past the Rat Man and entered 
WICKED’s headquarters. 
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CHAPTER 58 


homas stepped into a wide lobby with a few couches and 
T= fronted by a large, empty desk. It was different 

from the ones hed seen the last time he was there. The 
furniture was colourful and bright, but it did nothing to perk 
up the dreary feel of the place. 

“I thought we'd spend a few minutes in my office,” Janson 
said, and pointed down the hallway that branched off to the 
right off the lobby. They started walking that way. “We're terri- 
bly sorry about what happened in Denver. A shame to lose a 
city with such potential. All the more reason we need to get this 
done and get it done quickly.” 

“What is it you have to do?” he forced himself to ask. 

“We'll discuss everything in my office. Our lead team is 
there,” 

The device hidden in his backpack weighed heavily on 
Thomas's thoughts. Sontehow he had to get it planted as soon 
as possible and get the clock ticking. 

“That's fine,” he said, “but I really need to use the bathroom 
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first.” It was the simplest idea he could come up with. And the 
only sure way to get a minute alone. 

“There's one just up ahead,” the Rat Man replied. 

They turned a corner and continued down an even duller 
corridor that led to the men’s room. 

“TIl wait out here,” Janson said with a nod towards the door. 

Thomas went inside without saying a word. He pulled the 
device from his backpack and looked around. There was a 
wooden cabinet for storing toiletries above the sink, and the 
top of it had a lip just tall enough that Thomas could slip the 
gadget in and it would be concealed. He flushed the toilet and 
then turned on the water at the sink. He activated the device as 
he'd been taught, wincing at the slight beep that sounded, then 
reached up and deposited it on top of the cabinet. After shut- 
ting off the water, he calmed himself while the hand blower ran 
its course, 

Then he stepped back into the hallway. 

“All finished?” Janson asked, annoyingly polite. 

“All finished,” Thomas replied. 

They continued walking, passing a few crookedly hung por- 
traits of Chancellor Paige just like the ones on the posters in 
Denver. 

“Am I ever going to meet the chancellor?” Thomas finally 
asked, curious about the woman. 

“Chancellor Paige is very busy,” Janson answered. “You have 
to remember, Thomas — completing the blueprint and finalis- 
ing the cure are only the beginning. We're still organising the 
logistics of getting it out to the masses — most of the team is 
working hard at it as we speak.” 

“What makes you so sure this will work? Why just me?” 

Janson glanced at him, flashed his rodent-like smile. “I 
know, Thomas. I believe it with every ounce of my being. And 
I promise you'll get the credit you deserve.” 

For some reason Thomas thought of Newt just then. “I 
don’t want any credit.” 
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“Here we are,” the man replied, ignoring Thomas. 

They'd reached an unmarked door and the Rat Man let him 
inside. Two people — a man and a woman — sat facing a desk. 
Thomas didn't recognise them. 

The woman wore a dark trouser suit and had long red hair, 
and thin framed glasses were perched on her nose. The man 
was bald, angular and skinny, dressed in green scrubs. 

“These are my associates,” Janson said, already moving to sit 
behind the desk. He motioned for Thomas to take the third 
seat between his two visitors, which he did. “Dr. Wright” — he 
pointed at the woman — “is our lead Psych, and Dr. Chris- 
tensen our lead physician. We have a lot to discuss, so you'll 
pardon me if I’m short on introductions.” 

“Why am I the Final Candidate?” Thomas asked, cutting to 
the chase. 

Janson gathered himself, needlessly moving things around 
on his desk before sitting back and folding his hands on his lap. 
“Excellent question. We had a handful of — pardon the term — 
subjects slated in the beginning to . . . compete for this honour. 
Recently it was narrowed to you and Teresa. But she has a way 
of following orders that you don't. Your tendency towards free 
thinking is what ultimately determined that you are the Final 
Candidate.” 

Played to the end, Thomas thought bitterly, His own 
attempts to rebel had turned out to be exactly what they 
wanted. Every ounce of his anger was directed at the man 
sitting in front of him, At the Rat Man. To Thomas, Janson had 
come to represent WICKED from top to bottom. 

“Let's just get this over with,” he said. He did his best to 
hide it, but he could hear the fury in his own voice. 

Janson seemed unfazed. “Some patience, please. This won't 
take long. Keep in mind that collecting the killzone patterns is 
a delicate operation. We're dealing with your mind, and the 
slightest mishap in what yéu're thinking or interpreting or per- 
ceiving can render the resultant findings worthless.” 
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“Yes,” Dr. Wright added, tucking her hair behind her ear. “I 
know A.D. Janson told you about the importance of coming 
back, and we're glad you made the decision.” Her voice was soft 
and pleasant and somehow exuded intelligence. 

Dr. Christensen cleared his throat, then spoke, his voice 
thin and reedy. Thomas immediately disliked him. “I don’t 
know how you could've made any other decision. The whole 
world’s on the verge of collapse, and you can help save it.” 

“So you say,” Thomas responded. 

“Exactly,” Janson said. “So we say. Everything is ready. But 
there's still a little more to tell you so you can understand this 
decision you've made.” 

“A little more to tell me?” Thomas repeated. “Isn't the whole 
point of the Variables that I don't know everything? Aren't you 
going to throw me in a cage with gorillas or something? Maybe 
make me walk through a field of land mines? Dump me in the 
ocean, see if I can swim back to shore?” 

“Just tell him the rest,” Dr. Christensen answered. 

“The rest?” Thomas asked. 

“Yes, Thomas,” Janson said through a sigh. “The rest. After 
all the Trials, after all the studies, after all the patterns that have 
been collected and scrutinised, after all the Variables we've put 
you and your friends through, it comes down to this.” 

Thomas didn't say anything. He was barely able to breathe 
because of a strange anticipation, the simultaneous desires to 
know and not know. 

Janson leaned forward, elbows on desk, a grave look shad- 
owing his face. “One final thing.” 

“And what's that?” 

“Thomas, we need your brain.” 
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CHAPTER 59 


lhomas’s heartbeat sped up to rattling thumps in his chest. 
He knew that the man wasn't testing him. They'd gone as 


far as they could in analysing reactions and brain patterns. 
Now they'd chosen the person best suited to . . . take apart in 
their effort to build the cure. 

Suddenly, the Right Arm couldn't get there fast enough. 

“My brain?” he forced himself to repeat. 

“Yes,” Dr. Christensen answered. “The Final Candidate 
holds the missing piece to complete the data for the blueprint, 
But we had no way to tell until we monitored the patterns 
against the Variables. Vivisection will give us our final data, 
your systems functioning properly while we do it. Not that 
you'll feel any pain — we'll heavily sedate you until . . .” 

He didn’t need to finish. His words drifted off into silence 
and the three WICKED scientists awaited Thomas's response. 
But he couldn't speak. He'd faced death countless times over 
what he could remember of his life, yet he'd always done so in 
the desperate hope to survive, doing anything in his power to 
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last one more day. But this was different. He didn’t just have tq 
last through some trial until his rescuers came. This was some- 
thing he wouldn't come back from. This was the end if they 
didn't come. 

He had a random, horrible thought: did Teresa know about 
this? 

It surprised him how deeply the idea hurt. 

“Thomas?” Janson asked, breaking Thomas's train of 
thought. “I know this must come as quite a shock to you. I 
need you to understand that this is not a test. This is not a Vari- 
able and I’m not lying to you. We think we can complete the 
blueprint for the cure by analysing your brain tissue and how, 
combined with the patterns we've collected, its physical 
makeup allows it to resist the Flare virus’s power. The Trials 
were all created so we wouldn't have to just cut everyone open. 
Our whole aim was to save lives, not waste them.” 

“We've been collecting and analysing the patterns for years, 
and you've been the strongest by far in your reactions to the 
Variables,” Dr. Wright continued. “We've known for a long 
time — and it was the highest priority to keep this from the sub- 
jects — that in the end we'd have to choose the best candidate 
for this last procedure.” 

Dr. Christensen went on to outline the process while 
Thomas listened in numb silence. “You have to be alive but not 
awake. We'll sedate you and numb the area of the incision, but 
there aren't any nerves in the brain so it’s a relatively painless 
process. Unfortunately, you won't recover from our neural 
explorations — the procedure is fatal. But the results will be 
invaluable.” 

“And if it doesn’t work?” Thomas asked. All he could see was 
Newe’s final moments, What if Thomas could prevent that 
horrible death for countless others? 

The Psych's eyes flickered with discomfort. “Then we'll keep 
. . . working at it. But we have every confidence—” 

Thomas cut her off, unable to help himself. “But you don't, 
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do you? You've been paying people to steal more immune. . . 
subjects” — he said the word with vicious spite — “so you can 
start all over again,” 

No one answered at first. Then Janson said, “We will do 
whatever it takes to find a cure. With as little loss of life as 
possible. Nothing else needs to be said on the matter.” 

“Why are we even talking?” Thomas asked. “Why not just 
grab me and tie me down, rip my brain out?” 

Dr. Christensen answered. “Because youre our Final 
Candidate. You were part of the bridge between our founders 
and the current staff. We're trying to show you the respect you 
deserve, It’s our hope that you'll make the choice yourself.” 

“Thomas, do you need a minute?” Dr. Wright asked. “I 
know this is difficult, and I assure you we don't take it lightly. 
What we're asking for is a huge sacrifice. Will you donate your 
brain to science? Will you allow us to put the final pieces of the 
puzzle together? Take another step towards a cure for the good 
of the human race?” 

Thomas didn’t know what to say. He couldn't believe the 
turn of events. After everything, could it be true that they only 
needed one more death? 

The Right Arm was coming. Newt's image seared across his 
mind. 

“I need to be alone,” he finally got out. “Please.” For the 
first time, a part of him actually wanted to give in, let them do 
this. Even if there was only a small chance that it would work. 

“You'll be doing the right thing,” Dr. Christensen said. 
“And don't worry. You're not going to feel an ounce of pain.” 

Thomas didn't want to hear another word. “I just need 
some time alone before all this begins.” 

“Fair enough,” Janson said, standing up. “We'll accompany 
you to the medical facilities and get you in a private room for 
a while. Though we need to get things started soon.” 

Thomas leaned forward and put his head in his hands, 
staring at the floor. The plan he'd concocted with the Right 
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Arm suddenly seemed foolish beyond measure. Even if he 
could escape this group — even if he wanted to now — how 
would he survive until his friends arrived? 

“Thomas?” Dr. Wright asked, reaching out to put a hand on 
his back. “Are you okay? Do you have any more questions?” 

Thomas sat up, brushed her hand away. “Just . . . let's go 
where you said.” 

The air suddenly seemed to go out of Janson’s office and 
Thomas's chest tightened. He stood and walked to the door, 
opened it and stepped out into the hallway. It was all too much. 
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CHAPTER 60 


homas followed the doctors, but his mind was racing. He 
Ti know what to do. There was no way to communi- 

cate with the Right Arm, and hed lost his ability to speak 
inside Teresa's — or Aris’s — mind. 

They turned a couple of corners, and the zigzagging made 
Thomas think of the Maze. He almost wished he were back 
there — things were so much simpler then. 

“There's a room right up here on the left,” Janson explained. 
“I already put a typing pad in there if you'd like to leave any 
messages for your friends. I’ll figure out a way to deliver them.” 

“TIl make sure you get something to eat, also,” Dr. Wright 
called from behind. 

Their politeness annoyed Thomas. He remembered stories 
of killers being put to death in the old days. They always got a 
last meal, too. As fancy gs they wanted it. 

“I want steak,” he said, stopping to look at her. “And 
shrimp. And lobster. And pancakes. And a candy bar.” 

“Tm sorry — you'll have to settle for a couple of sandwiches.” 
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Thomas sighed. “Figures.” 

Thomas sat in a soft chair, staring at the typing pad on the 
small table in front of him. He had no intention of writing a 
note to anyone, but he didn’t know what else to do. The situa- 
tion had proved to be way more complicated than he could've 
imagined. He didn’t know what he'd expected, but the notion 
that they'd dissect him alive had never crossed his mind. Hed 
figured whatever they did, he could just play along until the 
Right Arm showed up. 

But there wouldn't be any coming back from playing along 
now. 

He finally typed goodbye messages to Minho and Brenda 
just in case he ended up dead; then he rested his head in his 
arms until the food arrived. He ate slowly, then rested again. 
He could only hope his friends showed up in time. Either way, 
he certainly wouldn't leave this room until he absolutely had to. 

He dozed as he waited, the minutes stretching on. 

A knock at the door startled him awake. 

“Thomas?” came the muffled voice of Janson. “We really 
need to get things started.” 

The words lit a fire of panic in Thomas. “I’m . . . not ready 
yet.” He knew he sounded ridiculous. 

After a long pause, Janson said, “I’m afraid we don't have 
much of a choice.” 

“But . . .,.” Thomas began, but before he could pull his 

` thoughts together, the door opened and Janson stepped inside. 

“Thomas — waiting will only make it worse. We need to go.” 

Thomas didn’t know what to do. He was surprised that 
they'd been so calm with him so far. He realised he'd pushed it 
to the limit and hed run out of time. He took a deep breath. 

“Let's get it over with.” 

The Rat Man smiled. “Follow me.” 

Janson led Thomas to a prep room with a wheeled bed 
surrounded by all kinds of monitors and several nurses. Dr 
Christensen was there, dressed from head to toe in scrubs, a 
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surgical mask already in place on his face. Thomas could only 
see his eyes, but he looked eager to get started. 

“So that’s it?” Thomas asked. A surge of panic raced through 
his gut, and it felt as if something were trying to chew through 
his chest. “Time to cut me open?” 

“I'm sorry,” the doctor answered. “But we need to begin.” 

The Rat Man was just about to speak again when a blaring 
alarm erupted throughout the building. 

Thomas's heart lurched and relief flooded his system. It had 
to be the Right Arm. 

The door swung open and Thomas turned just in time to 
see a frantic-looking woman announce, “A Berg arrived with a 
delivery, but it was a trick to get people inside — they're trying 
to take over the main building this very second.” 

Janson’s response almost stopped Thomas's heart. 

“Looks like we need to hurry and get this procedure started. 
Christensen, put him under.” 
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CHAPTER 61 


lhomas’s chest constricted and his throat seemed to swell. 
Tee was on the line, but he was frozen. 

Janson barked orders. “Dr. Christensen, quickly. Who 
knows what these people are up to, but we can’t waste a second 
now. I!l go tell operating personnel to stand their ground, no 
matter what.” 

“Wait,” Thomas finally croaked. “I don't know if I can do 
this.” The words felt empty — he knew they wouldn't stop at 
this point. 

Janson’s face burned red. Instead of answering Thomas, he 
turned to the doctor. “Do whatever it takes to open this kid up.” 

Just as Thomas opened his mouth to speak, something 
sharp pricked his arm, sending jolts of heat through his body, 
and he went limp, collapsing onto the gurney. From his neck 
down he was numb, and terror flared inside him. Dr. 
Christensen leaned over him and passed a spent syringe to a 
nurse, 

“I’m really sorry, Thomas. We have to do this.” 
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The doctor and a nurse pushed him farther onto the bed, 
hoisting his legs up so that he lay flat on his back. Thomas 
could move his head slightly from side to side, but that was all, 
The sudden turn of events overwhelmed him as he realised the 
implications, He was about to die. Unless somehow the Right 
Arm got to him immediately, he was going to die. 

Janson stepped into his view. Nodding approvingly, the Rat 
Man patted the doctor on the shoulder. “Get it done.” Then he 
turned and disappeared; Thomas could hear someone shouting 
in the hallway before the door closed. 

“I just need to run a few tests,” Dr. Christensen explained. 
“Then we'll get you into the operating room.” He turned to 
fiddle with some instruments behind him. 

Ie felt like the man spoke to him from a hundred miles away. 
Thomas lay helpless, his mind spinning as the doctor took 
blood, measured his skull. The man worked in silence, barely 
blinking. But the beads of sweat on his forehead showed that 
he was racing against who-knew-what. Did he have an hour to 
get this done? Several hours? 

Thomas closed his eyes. He wondered if the weapons- 
disabling device had done its job. Wondered if anyone would 
find him. Then he realised, did he even want them to? Was it 
really possible that WICKED almost had a cure? He forced 
himself to breathe evenly, focus on trying to move his limbs. 
But nothing happened. 

The doctor suddenly straightened and grinned at Thomas. 

“I believe we're ready. We'll wheel you to the operating room 
now. 
The man walked through the door and Thomas's gurney 
was pushed into the hallway. Unable to move, he lay staring up 
at the lights in the ceiling flashing by as he rolled down the 
corridor, He finally had to*close his eyes. 

They'd put him to sleep. The world would fade. And he'd be 
dead. 

He snapped his eyes open again. Closed them, His heart 
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pounded; his hands grew sweaty and he realised he was grip- 
ping the sheets on the gurney in two balled fists. Movement 
was coming back, slowly. Eyes open again. The lights zooming 
by. Another turn, then another. Despair threatened to squeeze 
the life out of Thomas before the doctors could do it. 

“I. ..,” he started to say, but nothing else came out. 

“What?” Christensen asked, peering down at him. 

Thomas struggled to speak, but before he could force any 
words out a thunderous boom rattled the hallway and the 
doctor tripped, his weight pushing the gurney forward as he 
scrambled to stop himself from falling. The bed shot to the 
right and crashed into the wall, then rebounded and spun until 
it hit the other side. Thomas tried to move, but he was still 
paralysed, helpless. He thought of Chuck and Newt, and a 
sadness like none he'd ever known seized his heart. 

Someone screamed from the direction of the explosion. 
Shouts followed; then everything grew silent again, and the 
doctor was up on his feet, hurrying to the gurney, straightening 
it out, pushing it again, banging through a-set of swinging 
doors. A host of people dressed in scrubs awaited them in a 
white operating room. 

Christensen started barking orders. “We have to hurry! 
Everyone, get to your places. Lisa, get him fully sedated. Now!” 

A short lady responded. “We haven't done all the prep—” 

“Tt doesn’t matter! As far as we know the whole building’s 
gonna burn down.” 

He placed the gurney next to an operating table; several sets 
of hands were lifting Thomas and moving him over before the 
gurney even came to a complete stop. He settled on his back, 
strained to take in the beehive buzz of doctors and nurses, at 
least nine or ten of them. He felt a prick in his arm, glanced 
down to see the short lady inserting an IV into his vein. All the 
while the only movement he could manage was in his hands. 

Lights were placed in position just above him. Other things 
were stuck into his body in various places; monitors started 
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beeping; there was the hum of a machine; people talking over 
other people; the room was filled with the scurry of movement, 
like an orchestrated dance. 

And the lights, so bright. The room spinning, though he lay 
perfectly still. The rising terror of what they were doing to him. 
Knowing it was ending, right here, right now. 

“I hope it works,” he finally managed to get out. 

A few seconds later, the drugs finally took him and it all 
went away. 
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CHAPTER 62 


lor a long time, Thomas knew only darkness. The break in 
F: void of his thoughts was just a hairline crack — only 
wide enough to let him know about the void itself. 
Somewhere on the edge of it all, he knew that he was supposed 
to be asleep, kept alive only so they could inspect his brain. 
Take it apart, probably slice by slice. 
So he wasn't dead yet. 
At some point as he floated in this confusing mass of 
blackness, he heard a voice. Calling his name. 
After hearing Thomas several times, he finally decided to go 
after it, find it. He made himself move towards the voice. 
Towards his name. 
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CHAPTER 63 


z homas, I have faith in you,” a woman said to him as he 

T= to regain consciousness. He didn’t recognise the 

voice, but it was somehow soft and authoritative at the 

same time. He continued struggling, heard himself moan, felt 
himself shifting in his bed. 

Finally, he opened his eyes. Blinking against the brightness 
of the overhead lights, he noticed a door closing behind 
whoever had been there to wake him. 

“Wait,” he said, but it came out as nothing more than a 
gravelly whisper. 

By force of will he got his elbows under him and pushed 
himself up. He was alone in the room, the only sounds distant 
shouts and an occasional rumble like thunder. His mind began 
to clear, and he realised that other than a little grogginess, he 
felt fine. Which meant that, unless the miracles of science had 
really taken a leap, he also still had his brain. 

A manila folder on the table beside his bed caught his atten- 
tion. In big red letters, Thomas had been written across the 
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front of it. He swung his legs around to sit up on the edge of 
the mattress and grabbed the folder. 

There were two pieces of paper inside. The first was a map 
of the WICKED complex, with black marker tracing several 
routes through the building. He quickly scanned the second: it 
was a letter, addressed to him and signed by Chancellor Paige. 
He put the map down and started to read the letter from the 


beginning. 
Dear Thomas, 


It’s my belief that the Trials are over. We have more than 
enough data to create a blueprint. My associates disagree 
with me on this matter, but I was able to stop this 
procedure and save your life. It’s: now our task to work 
with the data we already have and build a cure for the 
Flare. Your participation, and that of the other subjects, 
is no longer necessary. 

You now have a great task ahead of you. When I 
became chancellor I realised the importance of creating 
a back door of sorts to this building. I placed this back 
door in an unused maintenance room. I’m asking you to 
remove yourself, your friends, and the considerable 
number of Immunes we've gathered. Time is of the 
essence, as I’m sure you're aware. 

There are three paths marked on the map I've 
enclosed. The first shows you how to leave this building 
through a tunnel — once outside, you'll be able to find 
where the Right Arm has made their own entrance to 
another building. There, you can join them. The second 
route will show you how to get to the Immunes. The 
third shows you how to find the back door. It’s a Flat 
Trans that will transport you to what I hope will be a 
new life. Take them all and leave. 


‘Ava Paige, Chancellor 


-281- 


Thomas stared at the paper, his mind in a spin. Another 
rumble sounded far away and jarred him back to reality. He 
trusted Brenda, and she trusted the chancellor. All he could do 
now was move. He folded the letter and the map and stuffed 
them in his back pocket, then slowly stood up. Surprised at 
how quickly his strength had returned, he ran to the door. A 
peek out into the hallway showed that it was empty. He slipped 
out, and just as he did, two people came running by from 
behind. They didn’t so much as glance at him, and Thomas 
realised that the chaos brought about by the Right Arm's attack 
might be the thing that ended up saving him. 

He pulled out the map and studied it carefully, following 
the black line that led to the tunnel. It wouldn't take long at all 
to get to it. He memorised the path and started jogging down 
the hall, scanning the two other paths Chancellor Paige had 
marked on the map as he went. 

He had only gone a few yards when he stopped, stunned by 
what he was seeing. He pulled the map closer to make sure — 
maybe he wasn't reading it right. But there was no mistaking 
what it showed. 

WICKED had hidden the Immunes in the Maze. 
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CHAPTER 64 


lhere were two mazes on the map, of course — the one for 
Te A and the one for Group B. Both must've been 

built deep into the bedrock that lay under the main 
buildings of WICKED’s headquarters. Thomas couldn’ tell 
which one he'd been directed to go to, but either way he was 
going back to the Maze. With a sickening dread, he started 
running towards Chancellor Paige's tunnel. 

He followed the map and ran down hallway after hallway 
until he got to a long set of stairs that descended into a base- 
ment. The path took him through empty rooms and then, 
finally, to a small door that opened to a tunnel. The tunnel was 
dark but, Thomas was relieved to see, not completely black. 
Several uncovered light bulbs hung from the ceiling as he ran 
along the narrow corridor. After about two hundred feet he 
came to a ladder that had been marked on the map. Up he 
went, and at the top there was a round metal door with a wheel 
handle that reminded him of the entrance to the Map Room in 
the Glade. 
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He spun the handle and pushed with all his strength. A dim 
light came in as Thomas forced the door up, and as it flipped 
open on its hinges, a great gust of cold air blew over him. He 
heaved himself out and onto the ground, next to a big rock in 
the barren, snow-covered land between the forest and 
WICKED headquarters. 

He carefully hefted the lid to the tunnel up and over to close 
it again, then crouched behind the stone. He didn't notice any 
movement, but the night was too dark to see very well. He 
looked up into the sky, and when he saw the same heavy grey 
clouds he'd noticed when he'd reached the complex, he realised 
that he had no idea how much time had passed since then. Had 
he been in the building for only a few hours, or had a full night 
and day come and gone? 

Chancellor Paige’s note said that the Right Arm had made 
their own entrance into the buildings, probably with the explo- 
sions Thomas had heard earlier, and that was where he needed 
to go first. He saw the wisdom of connecting with the group — 
there was safety in numbers — and he had to let them know 
where the Immunes were hidden. Judging from the map, the 
best option Thomas had was to run to the cluster of buildings 
farthest from where he'd come out and search the area. 

He went for it, edging around the boulder and sprinting for 
the closest building. He crouched as he ran, trying to stay as 
low as possible. Lightning streaked through the sky; it illumi- 
nated the cement of the complex and flashed off the white 
snow. Thunder followed quickly, rumbling across the land and 
rattling deep in his chest. 

He reached the first building and pushed through the line 
of ragged bushes up against the wall. He edged along the side 
of the structure but found nothing. He stopped when he came 
to the first corner and peered around it — in the space between 
buildings were a series of courtyards. But he still saw no way 
inside. 

He skirted the next two buildings, but as he approached the 
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fourth one, he heard voices and immediately dropped to the 
ground. As quietly as he could, he scooted along the frozen dirt 
towards an overgrown bush, then peeked around it to search for 
the source of the noise. 

There it was. Rubble lay strewn across the yard in huge 
heaps, and behind them a massive hole had been blasted in the 
side of the building. Which meant that the explosion had orig- 
inated from the inside. A faint light shone from the opening, 
casting broken shadows on the ground. Sitting on the edge of 
one of those shadows were two people wearing civilian clothes. 
The Right Arm. 

Thomas had started to stand up when an icy hand gripped 
his mouth tightly and he was jerked backwards. Another arm 
wrapped around his chest and pulled him, dragging him along 
the ground; his feet burrowed through the snow. Thomas 
kicked out, struggling to free himself, but the person was too 
strong. 

They turned the corner of the building into another small 
courtyard, and Thomas was thrown to the ground on his 
stomach. His captor flopped him onto his back and clamped a 
hand again over Thomas's mouth. It was a man he didn’t recog- 
nise. Another figure crouched over him as well. 

Janson. 

“Tm very disappointed,” the Rat Man said. “Looks like not 
everyone in my organisation is on the same team after all.” 

Thomas could do nothing but struggle against the person 
pinning him to the ground. 

Janson sighed. “I guess we're going to have to do this the 
hard way.” 
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CHAPTER 65 


anson pulled out a long, slender knife, held it up and 
Je it with narrowed eyes. “Let me tell you some- 

thing, kid. I’ve never thought of myself as a violent man, 
but you and your friends sure have driven me to the brink. My 
patience is stretched to a minimum, but I'm going to show 
restraint. Unlike you, I think about more than myself. I'm 
working to save people, and I will finish this project.” 

‘Thomas forced his every inch to relax, to be still. Struggling 
hadn't accomplished a thing, and he needed to save his energy 
for when the right opportunity presented itself. It was clear that 
the Rat Man had lost it, and judging from that blade, he was 
determined to get Thomas back in the operating room at any 
cost. 

“That's a good boy. No need to fight this. You should be 
proud. It will be you and your mind that save the world, 
Thomas.” 

The man holding Thomas down — a squat guy with black 
hair — spoke then. “I'm goifig to let go of your mouth now, boy. 
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Let out one peep and A.D. Janson’s gonna give you a nice poke 
with that blade of his. Understand? We want you alive, but that 
doesn’t mean you can't have a few war wounds.” 5 

Thomas nodded as calmly as he could and the man let go of 
him and sat back. “Smart boy.” 

It was Thomas's cue to go for it, He swung his leg violently 
to his right and kicked Janson in the face. The man's head 
jerked backwards and his body crashed to the ground. The 
dark-haired man moved to tackle Thomas, but Thomas 
squirmed out from under him and went after Janson again, this 
time kicking the hand that held the knife. It flew out of his 
grasp, skipping across the ground until it smacked into the side 
of the building. 

Thomas turned his attention to the blade, and that was all 
the squat man needed. He lunged at Thomas, who landed on 
his back on top of Janson. Janson squirmed beneath them as 
they wrestled, and Thomas felt a desperation seize him, adren- 
alin exploding through his body. He screamed and pushed, 
kicked, fought his way out from between the two men. Scrab- 
bling and clawing with his hands and feet, he got loose and 
dived towards the building for the knife. He landed next to it, 
grabbed it and spun around, expecting an immediate attack. 
Both men were just getting to their feet, obviously stunned by 
his sudden burst of strength. 

Thomas stood up as well, holding the knife out in front of 
him. “Just let me go. Just walk away and let me go. I swear if 
you come after me I’m gonna go crazy with this thing and won't 
stop stabbing till you're both dead. I swear it.” 

“It’s two against one, kid,” Janson said, “I don't care if you 
have a knife.” 

“You've seen what I can do,” Thomas replied, trying to 
sound as dangerous as he felt. “You've watched me in the Maze 
and the Scorch.” He almost wanted to laugh at the irony. They 
had made him into a killer . . . to save people? 

The short guy scoffed. “If you think we're—” 
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Thomas reared back and threw the knife as he'd seen Gally 
do, handle over blade. It cartwheeled through the space 
between them and slammed into the man's neck. There was 
no blood at first, but he reached up, shock transforming his 
face, and clawed at the knife stuck in him. That was when the 
blood came, spurting in jets in time with his heartbeat. He 
opened his mouth, but before he could speak he collapsed to 
his knees. 

“You little . . .,” Janson whispered, his eyes wide with horror 
as he stared at his colleague. 

Thomas was shocked by what he'd done, and froze to the 
spot, but the moment broke as Janson turned his head to look 
back at him. Thomas burst into a sprint out of the courtyard, 
around the corner of the building. He had to get back to the 
hole in the building, had to get back inside. 

“Thomas!” Janson shouted; Thomas heard his footsteps in 
pursuit. “Get back here! You have no idea what you're doing!” 

Thomas didn’t even pause. He passed the bush he'd hidden 
behind and ran full-bore towards the gaping hole in the side of 
the building. A man and a woman still sat nearby, crouched on 
the ground so that their backs touched. Upon seeing Thomas, 
they both clambered to their feet. 

“Tm Thomas!” he yelled at them just as they opened their 
mouths to ask questions. “I'm on your side!” 

They exchanged a look, then returned their attention to 
Thomas just as he skidded to a stop in front of them. Heaving 
for breath, he turned to look back, saw the shadowed figure of 
Janson running towards them, maybe fifty feet away, 

“They've been looking all over for you,” the male guard 
said. “But you're supposed to be in there.” He jabbed a finger 
at the hole. 

“Where is everybody? Where's Vince?” Thomas panted. 

And as he spoke he knew Janson was still tearing after him, 
Thomas turned to face ghe Rat Man, whose face was screwed 
up in unnatural rage, It was a look Thomas had seen before. It 
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was the same insane anger he'd seen in Newt. The Rat Man had 
the Flare. 

Janson spoke between heavy breaths. “That boy . . . is prop- 
erty . . . of WICKED. Hand him over.” 

The lady didn't flinch. “WICKED doesn’t mean a pile of 
goose crap to me, old man. If I were you, I'd get lost, and I 
wouldn't go back inside, either. Bad things are about to happen 
to your friends in there.” 

The Rat Man didn't respond, just kept panting, his eyes 
darting between Thomas and the others. Finally, he started to 
back away, slowly. “You people don't get it. Your self-righteous 
arrogance will be the end of everything. I hope you can live 
with thar while you rot in hell.” 

Then he turned and ran away, disappearing into the gloom. 

“What'd you do to piss him off?” the lady asked. 

Thomas tried to catch his breath. “Long story. I need to 
find Vince, or whoever's in charge. I need to find my friends.” 

“Calm down there, kid,” the man responded. “Things are 
kind of quiet right now. People getting in position, planting, 
that sort of thing.” 

“Planting?” Thomas asked. 

“Planting.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Explosives, you idiot. We're about to bring this whole 
building down. Show old WICKED that we mean serious 
business.” 
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CHAPTER 66 


verything came into focus at that moment for Thomas. 
Ere been a fanaticism about Vince that hadn't fully hit 

him until now. And there was the way the Right Arm had 
treated Thomas and his friends in the van after taking them 
hostage at the Berg. Also, why did they have all these explosives 
but no real conventional weapons? It didn’t make sense unless 
their goal was to destroy, not take over. The Right Arm wasn't 
exactly on the same page as he was. Maybe they thought their 
motives were pure, but Thomas was beginning to realise that 
the organisation had a darker purpose. 

He needed to step carefully, All that mattered at that 
moment was saving his friends and finding and releasing the 
others who'd been captured. 

The lady's voice interrupted Thomas's thoughts. “You're 
doing a lot of heavy thinking in that noggin of yours.” 

“Yeah . . . sorry. When do you think they're going to set off 
the explosives?” 

“Pretty soon, I copes They've been planting for hours. 
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They want them all to detonate at the same time, but I’m 
guessing we aren't quite that skilled.” 

“What about all the people inside? What about the ones we 
came to rescue?” 

The two of them looked at each other, then shrugged. 
“Vince hopes to get everyone out.” 

“He hopes? What does that mean?” 

“He hopes.” 

“I need to talk to him.” What Thomas really wanted was to 
find Minho and Brenda. Right Arm or no Right Arm, he knew 
what they had to do: get to the Maze and lead everyone out of 
there to the Flat Trans. 

The lady pointed to the hole in the side of the building. 
“Just through there a ways is an area they've pretty much taken 
over. You'll probably find Vince there. Careful, though. 
WICKED’ got guards hiding all over the place. And they're 
vicious little buggers.” 

“Thanks for the warning.” Thomas turned, eager to get 
inside. The hole loomed over him, dusty darkness waiting 
within. There were no more alarms or flashing red lights. He 
stepped through. 

At first Thomas didn’t see or hear anything. He walked on 
in silence, careful of what might be around each turn. The 
lights got brighter the farther he walked, and he finally spotted 
a door at the end of the hallway that had been propped open. 
He jogged to it and peered in to see a large room with tables 
scattered across the floor set on their sides like shields. Several 
people crouched behind them. 

The people were watching a large set of double doors on the 
other side of the room, and no one noticed him as he squeezed 
against the doorframe, hiding most of his body from the 
inside. He leaned his head in to get a better look. He spotted 
Vince and Gally behind one of the tables, but didn’t recognise 
anyone else. On the far left side of the room, there was a small 
office, and he could tell that at least nine or ten people were 


saat 


huddled inside. He strained to see, but he couldn't make out 
any faces. 

“Hey!” he whispered as loudly as he dared. “Hey! Gally!” 

The boy turned immediately, but had to glance around a 
few seconds before he spotted Thomas. Gally squinted, as 
though he thought his eyes might be tricking him. 

Thomas waved to make sure he saw him and Gally 
motioned for him to come over. 

Thomas looked around again to make sure it was safe; then 
he crouched down, ran over to the table and collapsed on the 
ground next to his old nemesis. He had so many questions he 
didn’t know where to begin. 

“What happened?” Gally asked him. “What did they do to 
you?” 

Vince shot him a glare but didn't say anything. 

Thomas didn’t know how to answer. “They . . . ran a few 
tests. Look, I found out where they're keeping the Immunes. 
You can't blow the place up until we get them out.” 

“Then go get ’em,” Vince said. “We've got a one-shot deal 
here, and I’m not going to waste it.” 

“You brought some of those people here!” Thomas looked to 
Gally for support, but he only got a shrug in response. 

Thomas was on his own. 

“Where's Brenda, Minho, everyone else?” he asked. 

Gally nodded towards the side room. “Those guys are all in 
there, said they wouldn't do anything until you came back.” 

Thomas suddenly felt sorry for the scarred boy beside him. 
“Come with me, Gally. Let these guys do whatever they want, 
but come and help us. Don't you wish someone had done the 
same for us when we were in the Maze?” 

Vince spun on them. “Don't even think about it,” he 
barked. “Thomas, you knew coming in here what our goals 
were. If you abandon us now I'll consider you a turncoat, You'll 
be a target.” 

Thomas kept his focus,on Gally. He saw a sadness in the 
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boy's eyes that made his heart break. And he also saw some- 
thing he'd never seen there before: trust. Genuine trust. 

“Come with us,” Thomas said. 2 

A smile formed on his old enemys face and he responded in 
a way Thomas never would have expected. 

“Okay.” 

Thomas didn't wait for Vince to react. He grabbed Gally’s 
arm and they scooted away from the table together, then ran to 
the office and slipped inside. 

Minho was the first to him, pulling him into a bear hug as 
Gally watched awkwardly from the side. Then the others were 
there, Minho. Brenda. Jorge. Teresa. Even Aris. Thomas almost 
got dizzy from the quick exchange of hugs and words of relief 
and welcome. He was especially thrilled to see Brenda, and he 
held on to her longer than anyone else. But as good as it felt, 
he knew they didn't have time for it. 

He pulled away. “I can't explain everything right now. We 
have to go find the Immunes WICKED took, then find this 
back-door Flat Trans I learned about = and we need to hurry 
before the Right Arm blows this place up.” 

“Where are the Immunes?” Brenda asked. 

“Yeah, what did you learn?” Minho added. 

Thomas never thought he'd say what he had to say next. 
“We need to go back to the Maze.” 
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CHAPTER 67 


homas showed them the letter he'd discovered next to him 
T: the recovery room, and it only took a few moments for 

them all to agree — even Teresa and Gally — to abandon 
the Right Arm and set off on their own. Set off for the Maze. 

Brenda looked at Thomas's map and said she knew exactly 
how to ger there. She gave him a knife and he gripped it tightly 
in his right hand, wondering if his survival would come down 
to one thin blade. They slipped out of the side room and made 
for the double doors while Vince and the others yelled at them, 
called them crazy, told them they'd get killed within minutes. 
Thomas ignored every word. 

The door was still cracked, and Thomas was the first one 
through. He crouched, ready for an attack, but the hall was 
empty. The others fell in behind him, and he decided to trade 
stealth for speed, sprinting down that first long hallway. The 
gloomy light made the place feel haunted, as if the spirits of all 
the people WICKED had let die were there waiting in the corners 
and alcoves. But to Thomas, it felt like they were on his side. 
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With Brenda pointing the way, they turned a corner, went 
down a flight of stairs. Took a shortcut through an old storage 
room, down another long hallway. Down more stairs. A right 
and then a left. Thomas kept a fast pace, constantly scanning 
for danger. He never paused, never stopped to catch his breath, 
never doubted Brenda's directions. He was a Runner again, and 
despite everything, it felt good. 

They approached the end of one hallway and turned to the 
right. 

Thomas had only gone three more steps when out of 
nowhere someone was on top of him, gripping his shoulders 
and throwing him to the ground. 

Thomas fell and rolled, pushing to get the person off of 
him. He heard shouts and the sounds of others struggling. It 
was dark and Thomas could barely see who he was fighting, but 
he punched and kicked, slashed with his knife, felt it connect 
and rip something. A woman screamed. A fist smacked into his 
right cheek, something hard nailed him in the upper thigh. 

Thomas paused to brace himself, then pushed with all his 
strength. His attacker slammed into the wall, then jumped 
back on top of him again. They rolled, bumped into another 
pair of people fighting. It took every bit of his concentration to 
hold on to the knife, and he kept slashing, but it was hard being 
so close to his assailant. He jabbed with his left fist, hit under 
his attacker's chin, then used the moment of reprieve to slam 
his knife into the person's stomach. Another scream — again a 
woman, and definitely the person who was attacking him. He 
pushed her off for good. 

Thomas stood, looked around to see who he could help. In 
the bare light, he saw Minho straddling a man, thrashing him, 
the guy showing no resistance. Brenda and Jorge had teamed 
up on another guard, and just as Thomas looked the man 
scrambled to his feet and fled. Teresa, Harriet and Aris were 
leaning against a wall, catching their breath. Theyd all sur- 
vived. They needed to run. 
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“Come on!” he yelled. “Minho, leave him!” 

His friend threw another couple of punches for good 
measure, then stood up, giving his guy one last kick. “I’m done, 
We can go.” 

And the group turned and kept running. 

eon 


They ran down another long flight of stairs and stumbled one 
by one into the room at the bottom. Thomas froze in shock 
when he realised where he was. It was the chamber that housed 
the Griever pods, the room they'd found themselves in after 
they escaped from the Maze. The observation room windows 
were still shattered — the glass lay in shards all over the floor. The 
forty or so oblong pods where the Grievers rested and charged 
looked like they'd been sealed closed since the Gladers had 
come through weeks earlier. A layer of dust dulled what had 
been a shiny white surface the last time Thomas had seen them. 

He knew that as a member of WICKED he'd spent count- 
less hours and days in this place as they'd worked on creating 
the Maze, and he felt the shame of it all over again. 

Brenda pointed out the ladder that led up to where they 
needed to go. Thomas shuddered at the memory of going down 
the slimy Griever chute during their escape — they could've just 
climbed down a ladder, 

“Why isn’t anybody here?” Minho asked. He turned in a 
circle, searching the place. “If they're holding people in there, 
why no guards?” 

Thomas thought about it. “Who needs soldiers to keep 
them in when you have the Maze doing the job for you? It took 
us long enough to figure a way out.” 

“I don’t know,” Minho said. “Something's fishy about it.” 

Thomas shrugged. “Well, sitting here isn’t gonna help. 
Unless you've got something useful, let’s get up there and start 
bringing them out.” 

“Useful?” Minho repeated. “I got nothin’,” 

“Then up we go.” z 
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Thomas climbed the ladder and pulled himself out into 
another familiar room — the one with the input stations where 
he had typed the code words to shut down the Grievers. Chuck 
had been there, and he'd been terrified but brave. And not even 
an hour after that he was dead. The pain of losing his friend 
filled Thomas's chest once again. 

“Home, sweet home,” Minho muttered. He was pointing at 
a round hole above them. It was the hole that exited to the 
Cliff. Back when the Maze was fully operational, holotech had 
been used to conceal it, to make it look like part of the fake, 
endless sky beyond the stone edge of the drop-off. It was all 
turned off now, of course, and Thomas could see the walls of 
the Maze through the opening. A stepladder had been placed 
directly under it. 

“I cant believe we're back here,” Teresa said, moving to 
stand beside Thomas. Her voice sounded haunted, and it 
echoed how he felt inside. 

And for some reason, with that simple statement, Thomas 
realised that standing there, the two of them were finally on 
equal ground. Trying to save lives, trying to make up for what 
they'd done to help start it all. He wanted to believe that with 
every ounce of his being. 

He turned to look at her. “Crazy, huh?” 

She smiled for the first time since . . . he couldn't remem- 
ber. “Crazy.” 

There was so much Thomas still didn’t remember — about 
himself, about her — but she was here, helping, and that was all 
he could ask for. 

“Don't you think we better get up there?” Brenda asked. 

“Yeah.” Thomas nodded. “We better.” 

He went last. After the others climbed through, he scaled 
the ladder, pushed himself up onto the ledge, then walked over 
two boards that had been placed across the gap to the Maze’s 
stone floor at the Cliff edge. Below him was just a black-walled 
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work area that had always looked like an endless drop before. 
He looked back up at the Maze and had to pause to take it all in. 

Where the sky had once shone blue and bright, there was 
now only the dull grey ceiling. The holotech off the side of the 
Cliff had been completely shut down, and the once-vertigo- 
inducing view had been transformed into simple black stucco. 
But seeing the massive ivy-covered walls leading away from the 
Cliff took his breath away. Those had been towering even 
without the help of illusion, and now they rose above him like 
ancient monoliths, green and grey and cracked. As if they'd 
stand there for a thousand years, enormous tombstones 
marking the death of so many. 

He was back. 
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CHAPTER 68 


inho led the way this time, his shoulders squared as he 
M:: every inch of him showing the pride hed felt for 

those two years when he'd ruled the corridors of the 
Maze. Thomas was right behind him, craning his neck to see 
the walls of ivy majestically rising towards the grey ceiling. It 
was a strange feeling, being back in there after everything they'd 
been through since their escape. 

No one said much as they ran towards the Glade. Thomas 
wondered what Brenda and Jorge must think of the Maze — he 
knew it had to seem enormous. A beetle blade could never 
translate size like this back to the observation rooms. And he 
could only imagine all the bad memories crashing back into 
Gally’s brain. 

They turned the final corner that led to the wide corridor 
outside the East Door of the Glade. When Thomas came to the 
section of wall where hed tied Alby up in the ivy, he looked at 
the spot, could see the mangled mess of the vines. Alll that effort 
to save the former leader of the Gladers, only to see him die a 
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few days later, his mind never fully recovered from the Changing. 

A surge of anger burned like liquid heat in Thomas's veins. 

They reached the huge gap in the walls that made up the 
East Door, and Thomas caught his breath and slowed. There 
were hundreds of people milling about the Glade. He was 
horrified that there were even a few babies and small children 
scattered among the crowd. It took a moment for the murmurs 
to spread across the sea of Immunes, but within seconds every 
eye was trained on the new arrivals and utter silence fell upon 
the Glade. 

“Did you know there were this many?” Minho asked 
Thomas. 

There were people everywhere — certainly more than the 
Gladers had ever numbered. But what stole Thomas's words 
was seeing the Glade itself again. The crooked building they 
called the Homestead; the pathetic copse of trees; the Blood- 
house barn; the fields, now only hardened weeds. The charred 
Map Room, its metal door blackened and still hanging ajar. He 
could even see the Slammer from where he stood. A bubble of 
emotion threatened to burst inside him. 

“Hey, daydreamer,” Minho said, snapping his fingers. “I 
asked you a question.” 

“Huh? Oh . . . There’s so many — they make the place look 
smaller than it ever did when we were here.” 

It didn't take long before their friends spotted them. Frypan. 
Clint, the Medjack. Sonya and some other girls from Group B. 
They all came running, and there was a short burst of reunions 
and hugs. 

Frypan swatted Thomas on the arm. “Can you believe they 
put me back in this place? They wouldn't even let me cook, just 
sent us a bunch of packaged food in the Box three times a day. 
Kitchen doesn't even work — no electricity, nothing.” 

Thomas laughed, the anger easing. “You think you were a 
lousy cook for fifty guys? Try feeding this army.” 

“Funny man, Thomas. You are a funny man. I'm glad to see 
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you.” Then his eyes got big. “Gally? Gally’s here? Gally’s alive?” 

“Nice to see you, too,” the boy responded drily. 

Thomas patted Frypan on the back. “Long story. He's a 
good guy now.” 

Gally scoffed but didn’t respond. 

Minho stepped up to them. “All right, happy time is over. 
How in the world are we going to do this, dude?” 

“Shouldn't be too bad,” Thomas said. He actually hated the 
idea of trying to funnel all these people not only through the 
Maze itself, but then all the way through the WICKED 
complex to the Flat Trans. Still, it had to be done. 

“Don't feed me that klunk,” Minho said. “Your eyes don't 
lie.” 

Thomas smiled. “Well, we've certainly got a lot of people to 
fight with us.” 

“Have you /ooked at these poor saps?” Minho asked, sound- 
ing disgusted. “Half of em are younger than us, and the other 
half look like they haven't so much’ as arm wrestled before, 
much less had a fistfight.” 

“Sometimes numbers are all that matters,” Thomas 
responded. 

He spotted Teresa and called her over, then found Brenda. 

“What's the plan?” Teresa asked. 

If Teresa was really with them, this was when Thomas 
needed her — and all the memories she'd had returned. 

“Okay, let’s split them into groups,” he said to everyone. 
“There's gotta be four or five hundred people, so . . . groups of 
fifty. Then have one Glader or Group B person be in charge of 
them. Teresa, do you know how to get to this maintenance 
room?” 

He showed her the map and she nodded after examining it. 

Thomas continued. “Then I'll help move people along as 
you and Brenda lead the way. Everyone else guide one of the 
groups. Except Minho, Jorge, and Gally. I think you guys 
should cover the rear.” 
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“Sounds good to me,” Minho said, shrugging. Impossibly, 
he looked bored. 

“Whatever you say, muchacho,” Jorge added. Gally just 
nodded. 

They spent the next twenty minutes dividing everyone into 
groups and getting them into long lines. They paid special 
attention to keeping the groups even in terms of age and 
strength. The Immunes had no problem following orders once 
they realised the new arrivals had come to help rescue them. 

Once they were organised into groups, Thomas and his 
friends lined up in front of the East Door. Thomas waved his 
hands to get everyone's attention. 

“Listen up!” Thomas began. “WICKED is planning to use 
you for science. Your bodies — your brains. They've been study- 
ing people for years, collecting data to develop a cure for the 
Flare. Now they want to use you as well, but you deserve more 
than a life as lab rats. You are — we all are — the future, and the 
future isn’t going to happen the way WICKED wants it to. 
That's why we're here. To get you out of this place. We'll be 
going through a bunch of buildings to find a Flat Trans that'll 
take us somewhere safe. If we're attacked, we're going to have to 
fight. Stick with your groups, and the strongest need to do 
whatever it takes to protect the—” 

Thomas's last words were cut off by a violent crack — like the 
sound of stone splintering. And then, nothing. Only an echo 
bouncing off the enormous walls, 

“What was that?” Minho yelled, searching the sky for the 
source. 

Thomas inspected the Glade, the walls of the Maze rising 
up behind him, but nothing was out of place. He was just 
about to speak when another crack sounded, then another. A 
thunderous din of rumbling crossed the Glade, beginning low 
and increasing in depth and volume. The ground started to 
tremble, and it seemed astifythe world was going to fall apart. 

People turned in circles, looking for the source of the noise, 
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and Thomas could tell panic was spreading. He'd lose control 
soon. The ground shook more violently; the sounds amplified 
— thunder and grinding rock — and now screams erupted from 
the mass of people standing in front of him. 

Suddenly it dawned on Thomas. “The explosives.” 

“What?” Minho shouted at him. 

Thomas looked at his friend, “The Right Arm!” 

A deafening roar shook the Glade, and Thomas spun 
around to look up. A large portion of the wall to the left of the 
East Door had broken loose, great chunks of stone flying every- 
where. A huge section seemed to hover at an impossible angle, 
and then it fell, toppling towards the ground. 

Thomas didn’t have time to shout a warning before the 
massive piece of rock landed on a group of people, crushing 
them as it broke in half, He stood for a moment, speechless as 
blood oozed out from the edges and pooled on the stone floor. 
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CHAPTER 69 


lhe wounded screamed. Rumbles of thunder and the 
T of rock fracturing combined to make a horrible 

chorus as the ground beneath Thomas continued to 
shake. The Maze was falling apart around them — they had to 
get out. 

“Run!” he yelled at Sonya. 

She didn’t hesitate — she turned and disappeared into the 
corridors of the Maze. The people who'd been standing in her 
line didn't need to be told to follow. 

Thomas stumbled, regained his balance, ran over to Minho, 
“Bring up the rear! Teresa, Brenda and I need to get to the head 
of the pack!” 

Minho nodded and gave him a push to get him going. 
Thomas glanced back in time to see the Homestead split down 
the middle like a cracked acorn, half of its slipshod structure 
collapsing to the ground in a cloud of splintered wood and 
dust. His gaze swept to the Map Room, its concrete walls 
already crumbling to pieces. 
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There was no time to spare. He searched the chaos until he 
found Teresa. He grabbed his old friend and she followed him 
to the gap into the Maze. Brenda was there, trying her best with 
Jorge to facilitate who would go next, to prevent everyone from 
going at once in a stampede that would surely kill half of them. 

Another splintering crack sounded from above; Thomas 
looked up to see a section of wall falling towards the ground by 
the fields. It exploded when it hit, luckily with no one under- 
neath. With a sudden jerk of horror he realised that the roof 
itself would eventually collapse. 

“Go!” Brenda yelled at him. “I’m right behind you!” 

Teresa grabbed his arm, yanked him forward, and the three 
of them ran past the jagged left edge of the Door and into the 
Maze, weaving their way around the crowd of people heading 
in the same direction. Thomas had to sprint to catch up with 
Sonya — he had no idea whether she'd been a Runner in Group 
B’s Maze or whether she'd remember the layout as well as he 
did, if it was even the same. 

The ground continued to tremble, and lurched with every 
distant explosion. People stumbled left and right, fell, got back 
up, kept running. Thomas dodged and ducked as he ran, 
jumping over a fallen man.at one point. Rocks tumbled from 
the walls. He watched one hit a man in the head, knocking him 
to the ground. People bent over his lifeless body, tried to lift 
him, but there was so much blood that Thomas could tell it was 
already too late. 

Thomas reached Sonya and ran past her, leading everyone 
turn after turn. 

He knew they were getting close. He could only hope that 
the Maze had been the first place to get hit and the rest of the 
compound was intact — that they'd still have time if they could 
just get out. The ground suddenly jumped underneath him 
and an ear-splitting crack pierced the air. He fell face-first, 
scrambled to get up. A hundred feet or so in front of him, a 
section of the stone floor had shifted upward. As he watched, 


- 305 - 


half of it exploded, sending a rain of rocks and dust in all 
directions. 

He didn’t stop. There was a narrow space between the pro- 
truding ground and the wall, and he ran through it, Teresa and 
Brenda on his heels. But he knew the bottleneck would slow 
things down. 

“Hurry!” he yelled over his shoulder. He slowed to watch 
and could see the desperation in everyone's eyes. 

Sonya exited the gap, then paused to help funnel the others 
through, grabbing hands, pulling and pushing. It went faster 
than Thomas could've hoped, and he continued towards the 
Cliff at full speed. 

Through the Maze he went, the world shaking, stone 
crumbling and falling all around them, people screaming and 
crying. There was nothing he could do but lead the survivors 
onward. A left and then a right. Another right. Then they were 
into the long corridor that ended at the Cliff, Beyond its edge, 
he could see the grey ceiling end at the black walls, the round 
hole of the exit — and a large crack shooting up and across the 
once-false sky. 

He turned to Sonya and the others. “Hurry! Move!” 

As they approached, Thomas got a full view of the terror. 
Faces white and twisted in fear, people falling to the ground, 
getting back up. He saw a boy who couldn't have been more 
than ten, half dragging a lady until she finally got her feet 
underneath her. A boulder the size of a small car toppled from 
high off the wall and struck an older man, throwing him several 
yards before he hit the ground and collapsed in a heap. Thomas 
was horror-struck but kept running, all the while yelling 
encouragement to everyone around him, 

Finally he reached the Cliff. The two boards were firmly in 
place, and Sonya gestured to Teresa to cross the makeshift 
bridge and go through¢the old Griever hole. Then Brenda 
crossed with a line of people trailing her, 

Thomas waited on the edge of the Cliff, waving people on. 
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Tt was agonising work, almost unbearable, to see the people.so 
slowly making their way out of the Maze when the whole place 
seemed ready to collapse on itself at any second. One by one 
they ran across the boards and dropped into the hole. Thomas 
wondered if Teresa was sending them down the chute instead 
of the ladder to make it go more quickly. 

“You go!” Sonya yelled to Thomas. “They need to know 
what to do once they're down there.” 

Thomas nodded, though he felt horrible for leaving — he'd 
done the same thing the first time he'd escaped, abandoning the 
Gladers to fight while he'd punched in the code. But he knew 
she was right. He took one last look at the quaking Maze — 
chunks of the ceiling torn loose and stone jutting from the 
ground where it had once been smooth. He didn’t know how 
they'd all make it, and his heart ached for Minho, Frypan, the 
others. 

He squeezed into the flow of people and crossed the boards 
to the hole, then swerved away from the crowd at the chute and 
ran to the ladder. He picked his way down the rungs as quickly 
as he could and was relieved to see at the bottom that the 
damage hadn't reached that section yet. Teresa was there, 
helping people get up after they landed and telling them which 
direction to head. 

“TIl do this!” he yelled to her. “Get to the front of the pack!” 
He pointed through the double doors. 

She was about to answer when she caught sight of some- 
thing behind him. Her eyes widened in fear, and Thomas spun 
around. 

Several of the dusty Griever pods were opening, their top 
halves lifting upward on hinges like the lids of coffins. 
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CHAPTER 70 


“J isten to me!” Teresa screamed. She grabbed him by the 
shoulders and turned him around to look him in the 
face. “On the tail end of the Grievers” — she pointed at 

the closest pod — “what the Creators called the barrel — inside 

the blubber, there’s a switch, like a handle. You have to reach 
through the skin and pull it out. If you can do it, the things will 
die.” 

Thomas nodded. “Okay. You keep people going!” 

‘The tops of the pods continued to open as Thomas sprinted 
to the closest one. The lid was halfway up when he reached it, 
and he strained to look inside. The Griever's huge, sluglike 
body was trembling and twisting, sucking up moisture and fuel 
from tubes connected to its sides. 

Thomas ran to its far end and pulled himself up on the lip 
of the container, then stretched over and leaned down to the 
Griever inside. He slammed his hand through the moist skin to 
find what Teresa had described. He grunted with the effort, 
pushed until he found a hard handle, then yanked on it with 
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all his strength. The whole thing tore loose and the Griever fell 
into a limp mass of jelly at the bottom of the pod. 5 

He threw the handle to the floor and ran to the next pod, 
where the lid was lowering to the ground. It took him only a 
few seconds to pull himself up and over the side, bury his hand 
in the fatty flesh and yank out the handle. 

As he ran to the next pod, Thomas risked a quick glance up 
at Teresa. She was still helping people from the floor after they 
slid down the chute and sending them through the doors. They 
were coming fast, landing on top of each other. Sonya was 
there, then Frypan, then Gally. Minho came flying through 
even as he watched. Thomas reached the pod, the lid now com- 
pletely open, the tubes connecting the Griever to the container 
detaching themselves one by one. He pulled himself up and 
over, slammed his hand into the thing's skin and ripped out the 
handle. 

Thomas dropped to the ground and turned to the fourth 
pod, but the Griever was moving, its front end slipping up and 
over the edge of the open pod, appendages bursting out of the 
skin to help it manoeuvre. Thomas barely reached it in time, 
jumped up and heaved himself over the side of the pod. He 
pushed his hand inside the blubbery skin, grabbed the handle. 
A pair of scissoring blades swiped at his head; he ducked as he 
wrenched the piece out of the creature's body and it died, its 
mass pulling it back into the coffinlike container. 

Thomas knew it was too late to stop the last Griever before 
it exited its pod. He turned to assess the situation and watched 
as its full body sloshed out onto the ground. It was already 
scanning the area with a small observer socket that extended 
from its front; then, as he'd seen them do so many times before, 
the thing curled up into a ball and spikes burst from the skin. 
The creature spun forward with a great whirring of the 
machines within its belly. Concrete kicked up in the air, the 
Griever’s spikes tearing through the flooring, and Thomas 
watched, helpless, as it crashed into a small group of people 
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who'd come through the chute. Blades extended, it sliced 
through several people before they even knew what was 
happening. 

Thomas looked around, searching for anything he could use 
as a weapon. A piece of pipe about the length of his arm had 
broken off from something in the ceiling — he ran to it and 
picked it up. When he turned back towards the Griever, he saw 
that Minho had already made it to the creature. He was kicking 
at it with a fierceness that was almost frightening. 

Thomas charged the monster, yelling at the others to get 
away. The Griever spun towards him as if hed heard the 
command, and it reared up on its bulbous back end. Two 
appendages emerged from the creature’s sides and Thomas 
skidded to a halt — a new metal arm buzzed with a spinning 
saw, the other with a nasty-looking claw, its four tips ending in 
blades. 

“Minho, just let me distract it!” he yelled. “Get everyone 
out of here and have Brenda start leading them to the mainte- 
nance room!” 

Even as he said it, he watched a man trying to crawl out of 
the Griever’s way. Before the man could get a few feet from it, 
a rod shot out of the creature and stabbed him in the chest, and 
he collapsed to the floor, spitting blood. 

Thomas ran in, raising his pipe, ready to beat his way past 
the appendages, find his way to the handle. He'd almost made 
it when Teresa suddenly flashed in from his right, throwing her 
body onto the Griever. It immediately collapsed into a ball, all 
its metal arms retracting to press her to its skin. 

“Teresa!” Thomas screamed, pulling up short, not sure what 
to do. 

She twisted around to look at him. “Just go! Get them out!” 
She started kicking and clawing, her hands disappearing in the 
fatty flesh. So far she appeared to have escaped major injury. 

Thomas inched in cldser, gripping the pipe tighter, looking 
for an opening to attack without hitting her instead. 
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Teresa's eyes found him again. “Get out of —” 

But her words were lost. The Griever had sucked her face 
into its blubbery skin and was pulling her farther and farther 
in, suffocating her. 

Thomas stared, frozen. Too many people had died. Too 
many. And he wasn't going to stand there and let her sacrifice 
herself to save him and the others. He couldn't let that happen. 

He screamed, and with all of the force he had, he ran and 
leaped into the air, smashing into the Griever. The spinning 
saw flew towards his chest and he dodged to the left, swinging 
the pipe around as he did. It connected, hard, and the saw 
broke off, flew through the air. Thomas heard it hit the ground 
and clatter across the room. He used his balance to swing back, 
driving the pipe into the creature’s body, just to the side of 
Teresas head. He strained with all he had to pull it back out, 
then drove it in again, then again. 

An appendage with a claw clamped down on him, lifted 
him into the air and threw him. He'slammed onto the hard 
cement floor and rolled, jumped back to his feet. Teresa had 
gained some leverage on the creature's body, had got to her 
knees, was swatting at the Griever's metal arms. Thomas 
charged in again, jumped and clung to its fatty flesh. He used 
the pipe to whack at anything that came near him. Teresa 
fought and struggled from below and the creature lurched to 
the side, then spun in a circle, flinging her at least ten feet 
through the air before she landed. 

Thomas grabbed hold of a metal arm, kicking away the claw 
as it swiped at him again. He planted his feet against the 
blubber, pushed himself down the creature's side and stretched. 
He plunged his arm into the flabby flesh, felt for the handle. 
Something sliced his back, and pain ripped through his body. 
He kept digging, searching for the handle — the deeper he went, 
the more the creature's flesh felt like thick mud. 

Finally his fingertips brushed hard plastic and he forced his 
hand forward another inch, grabbed the handle, pulled with all 


=J- 


his strength and spun his body off of the Griever. He looked up 
to see Teresa batting back a pair of blades just inches from her 
face. And then a sudden silence filled the room as the creature's 
machine core sputtered and died. It collapsed into a flat, 
oblong pile of fat and gears, its protruding appendages falling 
to the ground, limp. 

Thomas rested his head on the floor and sucked in huge 
lungfuls of air. And then Teresa was by his side, helping him 
roll over onto his back. He saw the pain on her face, the 
scratches, the flushed, sweaty skin. But, then somehow she 
smiled. 

“Thanks, Tom,” she said. 

“You're welcome.” The respite from the battle felt too good 
to be true. 

She helped pull him to his feet. “Ler’s get out of here.” 

Thomas noticed that no one was coming through the chute 
any more, and Minho had just ushered the last few people 
through the double doors. Then he turned and faced Thomas 
and Teresa. 

He bent over, hands on knees to catch his breath. “That's all 
of them.” He stood straight with a groan. “All that made it, 
anyway. Guess we know now why they let us in so easy — they 
planned to slice us to bits with shuck Grievers if we came back 
out. Anyway, you guys need to push up to the front and help 
Brenda lead the way.” 

“She's okay, then?” Thomas asked. The relief he felt was 
overwhelming. 

“Yeah, She's up there already.” 

Thomas crawled to his feet, but didn't take two steps before 
he stopped again. A deep rumble came from somewhere, from 
everywhere. The room shook for a few seconds then stilled. 

“We better hurry,” he said, and broke into a sprint, follow- 
ing the others. 
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CHAPTER 71 


A least two hundred people had made it out of the Maze, 


but for some reason they'd stopped moving. Thomas 
dodged people in the crowded hallway, struggling to get 
to the front. 

He weaved around men, women and children until finally 
he spotted Brenda. She pushed her way towards him and pulled 
him into a hug and kissed his cheek. With every bit of his heart, 
he wished it could all be over right then — that they could be 
safe, not have to go any farther. 

“Minho made me leave,” she said. “He forced me to go, 
promised to help if you needed it. He told me that getting 
everyone out was too important and you guys could handle the 
Griever. I should've stayed. I'm sorry.” 

“I told him to,” Thomas responded, “You did the right 
thing. The only thing. We'll be out of here soon.” 

She gave him a little push. “Then let’s hurry and make it 
happen.” 

“Okay.” He squeezed her hand and they joined Teresa, 
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moving towards the front of the group again. 

The hallway was even darker than before — the lights that 
worked at all were dim, and flickered off and on. The people 
they passed huddled in silence, waiting anxiously. Thomas saw 
Frypan, who said nothing but did his best to give an encourag- 
ing smile, which, as usual, looked more like a smirk. In the 
distance, the occasional boom thundered through the air and 
the building trembled. The explosions still felt far enough away, 
but Thomas knew it wouldn't last. 

When he and Brenda reached the front of the line, they 
found that the group had stopped at a stairwell, unsure whether 
to go up or down. 

“We need to go up,” Brenda said. 

Thomas didn’t hesitate. He motioned for the group to 
follow and started climbing, Brenda at his side. 

He refused to succumb to the fatigue. Four flights, five, six. 
He stopped on the landing, catching his breath, and looked 
down, saw that the others were coming. Brenda guided him 
through a doorway, down another long hallway, left and then 
right, up another flight of stairs. One more hall and then down 
some stairs. One foot in front of the other. Thomas just hoped 
that the chancellor had been honest about the Flat Trans. 

An explosion sounded somewhere above him, jolting the 
entire building and throwing him to the floor. Dust choked the 
air, and small pieces of the ceiling tiles landed on his back. 
Sounds of things creaking and breaking filled the air. Finally, 
after several seconds of shaking, everything grew quiet and still 
again. 

He reached out for Brenda, made sure she wasn't hurt. 

“Everybody okay?” he shouted down the hallway. 

“Yeah!” someone called back. 

“Keep moving! We're almost there!” He helped Brenda to 
her feet and they continued, Thomas praying the building 
would stay in one piece just a little while longer. 

Thomas, Brenda and those following them finally made it 
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to the section of the building the chancellor had circled on the 
map — the maintenance room. Several more bombs had deto- 
nated, each one closer than the one before it. But nothing 
strong enough to stop them, and now they were practically 
there. 

The maintenance room was situated behind a huge ware- 
house area. 

Neat rows of metal racks full of boxes lined the right wall, 
and Thomas crossed to that side of the room, then began 
waving everybody in. He wanted everyone together before they 
went through the Flat Trans. There was one door at the back 
of the space — it had to lead to the room they'd been looking 
for, 

“Keep them coming and get them ready,” he told Brenda; 
then he sprinted for the door. If Chancellor Paige had lied 
about the Flat Trans, or if someone from WICKED or the Right 
Arm figured out what they were doing, they were finished. 

The door led to a small room filled with tables that were 
littered with tools and scraps of metal and machine parts. On 
the far side, a large piece of canvas had been hung against the 
wall. Thomas ran to it and ripped it down. Behind it he found 
a dully shimmering wall of grey framed by a rectangle of shiny 
silver, and next to it, a control box. 

Tt was the Flat Trans. 

The chancellor had told the truth. 

Thomas let out a laugh at the thought. WICKED — the 
leader of WICKED — had helped him. 

Unless . . . He realised he needed to know one last thing. He 
had to test it to see where it led before he sent everyone 
through. Thomas sucked in a deep breath. This was it. 

He forced himself to step through the icy Flat Trans surface. 
And he came out into a simple wooden shed, its door wide 
open in front of him, Beyond that he saw . . . green. Lots and 
lots of green. Grass, trees, flowers, bushes. It was good enough 
for him. 
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He stepped back through to the maintenance room, exhila- 
rated. They'd done it — they were almost safe. He ran out to the 
storage area. 

“Come on!” he yelled. “Get everyone in here — it works! 
Hurry!” 

An explosion rattled the walls and the metal racks. Dust and 
debris rained down from the ceiling, 

“Hurry!” he repeated. 

Teresa already had people running, shepherding them 
Thomas's way. He stood just inside the door of the mainte- 
nance room, and when the first person crossed the threshold he 
took the woman by the arm and led her to the grey wall of the 
Flat Trans. 

“You know what this is, right?” he asked her. 

She nodded, bravely trying to hide her eagerness to get 
through the thing and out of there. “I've been around the block 
a few times, kid.” 

“Can I trust you to stand here and make sure everyone goes 
through?” 

She blanched at first, but then she nodded. 

“Don't worry,” Thomas assured her. “Just stay here as long 
as you can.” 

As soon as she agreed he ran back to the door. 

Others had packed the small room, and Thomas stepped 
back. “It’s right through there. Make space on the other side!” 

He squeezed his way past the knot of people and back into 
the warehouse. Everyone had lined up and was filing into the 
maintenance room. And standing at the back of the crowd were 
Minho, Brenda, Jorge, Teresa, Aris, Frypan and a few members 
of Group B. Gally was there, too. Thomas weaved his way to 
his friends. 

“They better be quick about it up there,” Minho said. “The 
explosions are getting closer and closer.” 

“The whole place is gorina fall down,” Gally added. 

Thomas scanned the ceiling as if he expected it to happen 
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right that second. “I know. I told them to hurry. We'll all be out 
of here in a—” 

“Well, what do we have here?” a voice shouted from the 
back of the room. 

A few gasps sounded around Thomas as he turned to see 
who'd spoken. The Rat Man had just come through the door 
from the outside hallway, and he wasn't alone. He was surroun- 
ded by WICKED security guards. Thomas counted seven total, 
which meant that he and his friends still had the advantage. 

Janson stopped and cupped his hands to shout over the 
rumble of another explosion. “Strange place to hide out when 
everything's about to come down!” Pieces of metal fell from the 
ceiling, clattering to the ground. 

“You know what's here!” Thomas shouted back. “It’s too late 
— we're already going!” 

Janson pulled out the same long knife he had outside and 
flashed it. And as if on cue, the others revealed similar weapons. 

“But we can salvage a few,” Janson said. “And it looks like 
we have the strongest and brightest right here in front of us. 
Even our Final Candidate, no less! The one we need most, yet 
who refuses to cooperate.” 

Thomas and his friends had spread out in a line between the 
dwindling crowd of prisoners and the guards. The others in 
Thomas's group were searching the floor for anything they 
could find to use as a weapon — pipes, long screws, the jagged 
edge of a metal grid. Thomas spotted a warped piece of thick 
cabling that ended in a spike of rigid wires, as deadly-looking 
as a spear. He grabbed it just as another explosion rocked the 
room, sending a huge section of the metal shelving crashing to 
the floor. 

“Tye never seen such a menacing bunch of thugs!” the Rat 
Man yelled, but his face was crazed, his mouth contorted into 
a wild sneer. “I have to admit I’m terrified!” 

“Just shut your shuck mouth and let's get this over with!” 
Minho shouted back at him. 
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Janson focused his cold, mad gaze on the teenagers facing 
him. 

“Gladly,” he said. 

Thomas ached to lash out for all the fear and pain and 
suffering that had defined his life for so long. “Go!” he shouted. 

The two groups charged each other, their yells of battle 
drowned out by the sudden concussion of detonating 
explosives that shook the building around them. 
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CHAPTER 72 


omehow Thomas kept his balance, despite the entire 

room quaking from the closest series of explosions yet. 

Most of the racks collapsed, and objects were launched 
across the room. He dodged a jagged chunk of wood, then 
jumped over a round piece of machinery that spun past him. 

Gally, who was at Thomas’ side, tripped and fell; Thomas 
helped him up. They continued charging. Brenda slipped but 
caught her balance. 

They crashed into the others like the first line of soldiers in 
an ancient foot battle. Thomas met the Rat Man himself, who 
was at least half a foot taller than him, wielding his blade; it 
came down in an arc towards Thomas's shoulder, but Thomas 
thrust upward with his stiff cable and connected with the man's 
armpit. Janson screamed and dropped his weapon as a stream 
of blood gushed from the wound; he clamped his other hand 
over it and backed away, glaring at Thomas with hate-filled 


eyes. 
To his right and left, everyone was fighting. Thomas's head 
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was full of the sounds of metal against metal, screams and 
shouts and grunts, Some had matched up two-on-one; Minho 
ended up fighting a woman who seemed twice as strong as 
any of the men. Brenda was on the ground, wrestling a skinny 
man, trying to knock a machete out of his hand. Thomas saw 
all this with a quick glance but then returned his attention to 
his own foe. 

“I don't care if I bleed to death,” Janson said with a grimace. 
“As long as I die after I get you back up there.” 

Another explosion jolted the floor beneath him and 
Thomas stumbled forward, dropping his scavenged weapon 
and slamming into Janson’s chest. They both crashed to the 
ground, and Thomas struggled to push off the man with one 
hand while swinging as hard as he could with the other. He 
smashed Janson's left cheek with his balled fist and watched as 
the Rat Man’s head snapped to the side, blood spraying from 
his mouth. Thomas reached back to swing again, but the man 
arched his body violently, throwing him off; he landed on his 
back. 

Before he could move Janson had jumped on top of him 
and got his legs wrapped around his torso, pinning Thomas's 
arms with his knees. Thomas squirmed to get loose as the man 
rained down blows with his fists, punching Thomas's unpro- 
tected face over and over. Pain flooded him. Then adrenalin 
surged through his body. He wouldn't die here. He pushed his 
feet against the floor and thrust his stomach towards the 
ceiling. 

He only rose a few inches off the ground, but it was enough 
to free his arms from the man’s knees. He blocked the next 
punch with both of his forearms, then threw both fists up and 
at Janson’s face, connected. The Rat Man lost his balance; 
Thomas pushed him off, then kicked him by coiling both legs 
and slamming the bottoms of his feet into Janson’s side, then 
again, and again, and again. The man’s body inched away with 
each kick. But when Thomas next pulled back with his legs, 
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Janson suddenly flipped around and came at him, grabbing 
Thomas's feet and throwing them to the side. Then he jumped 
on top of Thomas yet again. 

Thomas went nuts; kicking and punching and squirming+to 
get out from under the man. They rolled, each gaining the 
advantage for only a split second before toppling over again. 
Fists flew and feet kicked — bullets of pain riddled Thomas's 
body; Janson clawed and bit. They continued to roll, beating 
each other nearly senseless. 

Thomas finally got a good angle to slam his elbow into 
Janson’s nose; it stunned the man, and both of his hands flew 
to his face. A burst of energy shot through Thomas; he jumped 
on top of Janson and put his fingers around the man’s neck, 
began to squeeze. Janson kicked out, flailed his arms, but 
Thomas held on with feral rage, clutching, leaning forward 
with all his weight to crush as he constricted his hands tighter 
and tighter. He felt things snapping and pulling and breaking. 
Janson’s eyes bulged; his tongue jutted from his mouth. 

Someone swatted him on the head with an open palm; he 
could tell words were being spoken to him but he didn’t hear 
them. Minho's face appeared in front of his. He was yelling 
something. A bloodlust had completely taken Thomas over. He 
wiped his eyes on his sleeve, focused again on Janson’s face. The 
man was long gone, still and pale and battered. Thomas looked 
back at Minho. 

“He's dead!” his friend was yelling. “He's dead!” 

Thomas forced himself to let go, stumbled off of the man, 
felt Minho lifting him to his feet. 

“We put them all our of commission!” Minho shouted in 
his ear. “We need to go!” 

‘Two explosions rocked both sides of the storage room at the 
same time and the walls themselves collapsed inward, throwing 
chunks of brick and cement in all directions. Debris rained 
down on Thomas and Minho. Dust clouded the air and 
shadowy figures surrounded Thomas, swaying and falling 
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and getting back up again. Thomas was on his feet, moving, 
heading in the direction of the maintenance room. 

Pieces of the ceiling fell, crashing and exploding. The 
sounds were awful, deafening. The ground shook violently; 
bombs continued to detonate over and over, seemingly every- 
where at once. Thomas fell; Minho jerked him to his feet. A 
few seconds later Minho fell; Thomas yanked and dragged 
until they were both running again. Brenda suddenly appeared 
in front of Thomas, terror in her eyes. He thought he saw 
Teresa nearby as well, all of them struggling to keep their 
balance as they moved forward. 

A splintering, shattering noise split the air so loudly that 
Thomas looked back. His eyes drifted upward, where a massive 
section of the ceiling had torn loose. He watched, hypnotised, 
as it fell cowards him. Teresa appeared in the corner of his 
vision, her image barely discernible through the clogged air. 
Her body slammed into his, shoving him towards the mainte- 
nance room. His mind emptied as he stumbled backwards and 
fell, just as the huge piece of the building landed on top of 
Teresa, pinning her body; only her head and an arm jutted out 
from under its girth. 

“Teresa!” Thomas screamed, an unearthly sound that 
somehow rose above everything else. He scrambled towards 
her. Blood streaked her face, and her arm looked crushed. 

He shouted her name again, and in his mind he saw Chuck, 
falling to the ground, covered in blood, and Newt's bulging 
eyes. Three of the closest friends he'd ever had. And WICKED 
had taken them all away from him. 

“Tm so sorry,” he whispered to her, knowing she couldn't 
hear. “I'm so sorry.” 

Her mouth moved, working to speak, and he leaned in to 
make out what she was trying to say. 

“Me . . . too,” she whispered. “I only ever . . . cared for...” 

And then Thomas was being dragged to his feet, yanked 
away from her. He didn't have the energy or will to fight it. She 
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was gone. His body ached with pain; his heart stung. Brenda 
and Minho pulled him up, got his feet under him. The three of 
them lurched forward, pushed ahead. A firé had started 
burning in a gaping hole left by an explosion — smoke billowed 
and churned with the thick dust. Thomas coughed but only 
heard roaring in his ears. 

Another resounding boom shattered the air; Thomas turned 
his head as he ran to see the back wall of the storage room 
exploding, falling to the ground in pieces, flames licking 
through the open spaces. The remainder of the ceiling above it 
began to collapse, any support now gone. Every last inch of the 
building was coming down once and for all. 

They reached the door to the maintenance room, squeezed 
inside just in time to see Gally disappear through the Flat 
Trans. Everyone else was already gone. Thomas stumbled with 
his friends across the short aisle between the tables. In seconds 
they'd be dead. The sounds of things crashing and crumbling 
behind Thomas grew impossibly louder, cracks and creaks and 
squeals of metal and the hollow roar of flames. All of it rose to 
an unimaginable pitch; Thomas refused to look, though he 
sensed it all coming down, as if it were just feet away, its leading 
edge breathing against his neck. He pushed Brenda through the 
Trans. The world was collapsing around him and Minho. 

Together, they jumped into the icy grey wall. 
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CHAPTER 73 


homas could barely breathe. He was coughing, spitting. 
T: heart raced, refused to slow down. Hed landed on the 

wooden floor of the shed, and now he crawled forward, 
wanting to get away from the Flat Trans in case any nasty debris 
came flying through. But he noticed Brenda out of the corner 
of his eye. She pushed some buttons on a control panel, and 
then the grey plane winked out of existence, revealing the cedar 
planks of the shed wall behind it. How did she know how to do 
that? Thomas wondered. 

“You and Minho get out,” she said, an urgency in her voice 
that Thomas didn't understand. They were safe now. Weren't 
they? “I have to do one last thing.” 

Minho had got to his feet, and he came over to help 
Thomas stand. “My shuck brain can’t spend one more second 
thinking. Just let her do whatever she wants. Come on.” 

“Good that,” Thomas said. The two of them then looked at 
each other for a long moment, catching their breath, somehow 
reliving in those few seconds all the things they'd gone through, 
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all the death, all the pain. And mixed in there was relief, that 
maybe — just maybe — it was all over. 

But mostly Thomas felt the pain of loss. Watching Teresa 
die — to save his life — had been almost too much to bear. Now, 
staring at the person who'd become his true best friend, he had 
to fight back the tears. In that moment, he swore to never tell 
Minho about what he'd done to Newt. 

“Good that for sure, shuck-face,” Minho finally replied. But 
his trademark smirk was missing. Instead was a look that said 
to Thomas he understood. And that they'd both carry the 
sorrow of their loss for the rest of their lives. Then he turned 
and walked away. 

After a long moment, Thomas followed him. 

When he set foot outside, he had to stop and stare. They'd 
come to a place he'd been told didn’t exist any more. Lush and 
green and full of vibrant life. He stood at the top of a hill above 
a field of tall grass and wildflowers. The two hundred or so 
people they'd rescued wandered the area, some of them actually 
running and jumping. To his right the hill descended into a 
valley of towering trees that seemed to stretch for miles, ending 
in a wall of rocky mountains that jutted towards the cloudless 
blue sky. To his left, the grassy field slowly became scrub brush 
and then sand, And then the ocean, its waves big and dark and 
white-tipped as they crashed onto a beach. 

Paradise. They'd come to paradise. He could only hope that 
one day his heart would feel the joy of the place. 

He heard the door of the shed close then the whoosh of fire 
behind him. He turned to see Brenda; she gently pushed him a 
few steps farther away from the structure, which was already 
engulfed in flames. 

“Just making sure?” he asked. 

“Just making sure,” she repeated, and gave him a smile so 
sincere that he relaxed a little, feeling the tiniest bit comforted. 
“Tm . . . sorry about Teresa.” 

“Thanks.” It was the only word he could find. 
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She didn't say anything else, and Thomas figured there 
wasn't much she needed to. They walked over and joined the 
group of people who'd fought the last battle with Janson and 
the others, everyone scraped and bruised from top to bottom. 
He met Frypan’s eyes just like he had Minho’s. Then they all 
faced the shed and watched as it burned to the ground. 

A few hours later, Thomas sat atop a cliff overlooking the 
ocean, his feet dangling over the edge. The sun had almost 
dipped below the horizon, which appeared to be glowing with 
flames. It was one of the most amazing sights he'd ever 
witnessed. 

Minho had already started taking charge down below in the 
forest where they'd decided to live — organising food search 
parties, a building committee, a security detail. Thomas was 
glad of it, not wanting another ounce of responsibility to ever 
rest on his shoulders again. He was tired, body and soul. He 
hoped that wherever they were, they'd be isolated and safe while 
the rest of the world figured out how to deal with the Flare, 
cure or no cure. He knew the process would be long and hard 
and ugly, and he was one hundred per cent positive that he 
wanted no part of it. 

He was done. 

“Hey, there.” 

Thomas turned to see Brenda. “Hey, there, back. Wanna 
sit?” 

“Why, yes, thank you.” She plopped down next to him. 
“Reminds me of the sunsets at WICKED, though they never 
seemed quite so bright.” 

“You could say that about a lot of things.” He felt another 
tremor of emotion as he saw the faces of Chuck and Newt and 
Teresa in his mind's eye. 

A few minutes went by in silence as they stared at the van- 
ishing light of day, the sky and water going from orange to pink 
to purple, then dark blue. 

“What're you thinking in,that head of yours?” Brenda asked. 
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“Absolutely nothing. I’m done thinking for a while.” And he 
meant it. For the first time in his life, he was both free and ae 
as costly as the accomplishment had been. 

Then Thomas did the only thing he could think of. He 
reached out and took Brenda's hand. 

She squeezed his in response. “There are over two hundred 
of us and we're all immune. It'll be a good start.” 

Thomas looked over at her, suspicious at how sure she 
sounded — like she knew something he didn't. “What's that sup- 
posed to mean?” 

She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, then the 
lips. “Nothing. Nothing at all.” 

Thomas put it all out of his mind and pulled her closer as 
the last wink of the sun's light vanished below the horizon. 
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EPILOGUE 


Final WICKED Memorandum, Date 232.4.10, Time 12:45 
TO: My Associates 

FROM: Ava Paige, Chancellor 

RE: A new beginning 


And so, we have failed. 

But we have also succeeded. 

Our original vision didn’t come to fruition; the blueprint 
never came together. We were unable to discover either a vaccine 
ora treatment for the Flare. But I anticipated this outcome and 
put into place an alternate solution, to save at least a portion of 
our race. With the help of my partners, two wisely placed 
Immunes, I was able to plan and implementa solution that will 
result in the best outcome we could've hoped for. 

I know the majority of WICKED thought that we needed 
to get tougher, dig deeper, be more ruthless with our subjects, 
keep searching for an ansWer, Begin new rounds of Trials. But 
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what we neglected to see was right before our eyes. The 
Immune are the only resource left to this world. 

And if all has gone according to plan, we have sent the 
brightest, the strongest, the toughest of our subjects to a safe 
place, where they can begin civilisation anew while the rest of 
the world is driven to extinction. 

It is my hope that over the years our organisation has in 
some part paid the price for the unspeakable act committed 
against humanity by our predecessors in government. Though 
I am fully aware that it was an act of desperation after the sun 
flares, releasing the Flare virus as a means of population control 
was an abhorrent and irreversible crime. And the disastrous 
results could never have been predicted. WICKED has worked 
ever since that act was committed to right that wrong, to find 
a cure. And though we have failed in that effort, we can at least 
say we've planted the seed for mankind’s future. 

I dont know how history will judge the actions of 
WICKED, but I state here for the record that the organisation 
only ever had one goal, and that was to preserve the human 
race. And in this last act, we have done just that. 

As we tried to instil in each of our subjects over and over, 
WICKED is good. 
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